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Foreword 


We see the past as the future will see us. 

- the Lantingxu A: IV-lT - 

T he above quotation comes from the Foreword to the Orchid Pavilion 
{Lantingxu), written by Wang Xizhi USE 1(321-379), the most 
celebrated calligrapher in Chinese history. It subtly warns against making 
hasty judgement before one understands the historical, social and cultural 
background of the subject in question. A case in point are Chinese emi- 
grants to Southeast Asian countries during the first few decades of the last 
century when they could hardly come to terms with the changing political 
and economic conditions in their homeland and found themselves in a new 
political, social, cultural and economic environment. 

In 2001 I visited Ipoh after an absence of 40 years. Ipoh is the capital 
of the State of Perak in Malaysia and was the place where I received my 
primary and secondary education. I went there to give a talk at the Perak 
Academy. There I met a friend, whose sister was married to a professor in 
Cambridge and I suggested that the Academy might try to get that Cambridge 
don as a guest speaker some time in the future. My friend’s father was a 
wealthy tin-miner in the Kinta Valley that once produced two-thirds of the 
world’s output of tin. Among my hosts was a barrister, who later told me a 
story about him. The barrister said that the tin-miner was once his client in 
a civil lawsuit and found himself confronted by cultural conflict. His client 
took the attitude of an employer, saying that since he would pay for the 
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service, his legal adviser should say in court what he wanted him to say. After 
listening to the case, my informant advised his client that the latter’s pres- 
ence in court was unnecessary and that he could handle the case all by 
himself. Not knowing that the advice for him to stay away from the court- 
room was for his protection, the tin-miner turned up in court. He quickly 
lost the case after being put to answer a few questions by the opposition’s 
lawyer. This story is not meant to be a mockery of the misadventure of my 
friend’s father, but rather to illustrate a great handicap arising from cultural 
differences that Chinese immigrants inadvertently had to concede to some 
other members of the communities. 

I am in full sympathy with my friend’s father, as his case finds parallel 
with that of my own father. My father rented two adjoining double-storied 
townhouses in Ipoh in 1934 and used the top two floors to run a traditional 
style private Chinese school. The school stopped operating when the Japa- 
nese army occupied the town in December 1941. He rented out one of the 
townhouses to a sub-tenant. When the war ended, he wished to reopen his 
school and made every effort to reclaim what he had rented out. He thought 
that he had a very strong case with the support of both the education 
department and the representative of the owner of the two properties. His 
lawyer presented his case with all these points, but was ruled out by a post- 
war byelaw of the local Town Board that safeguarded tenants and sub-ten- 
ants from being ejected by the landlord or chief tenant. Had he known 
about what was in the law, my father would have saved much time and 
money over the matter. 

When “common sense” ( qingli fit ill) based on Chinese culture conflicts 
with local law that contains a strong element of Western culture, the latter 
inevitably prevails. Without knowledge of the official language of the coun- 
try he lived in, my father was unable to put into practice the ancient Chi- 
nese motto, ru jingyi wen jin, ru xiang yi wen su Ah® tid'd] SI, A ^ til'd] 
m — to learn about the customs and the law of the land wherever one goes 
to — that he used to teach his pupils. The above two cases exemplify one of 
the handicaps conceded by the Chinese non-labour immigrants in a multi- 
cultural society. As a child, I was brought up in a Chinese migrant family 
that understood only traditional Confucian values, yet was educated in an 
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English language de La Salle Christian Brothers’ school that taught me values 
which were sometimes rather different from those I had learnt from my father. 
After leaving school I found myself in a multi-cultural society, being ex- 
posed to cultures and values dissimilar to what I was previously taught. I 
learned that accommodation was the name of the game for survival in that 
environment. My ambition after leaving school was entering university to 
read for a degree, although I realised that it would probably turn out to be 
wishful thinking, because my father had no means to support me. Neither did 
I have any specific subject or university in mind. Engineering, science, and 
the humanities would do — I dared not think about medicine, because it 
would take too long for my parents to wait for my support. As for the 
university, I hoped to get into one in Elong Kong, if not Singapore, failing 
which one in China would also do — getting a university degree in a British 
or American university was far beyond my dreams. I began my tertiary 
education and then my academic career during a period of social and political 
change in the most southernly part of the Asian continent. I received train- 
ing in physics and became a Lecturer in Physics in the University of Malaya 
in Singapore, but was soon called upon to collaborate with Dr Joseph 
Needham, FRS (1900-1995) of Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge in 
the Science and Civilisation in China project. Three years after a promotion 
to the Readership in the Physics Department in Singapore, I received an offer 
to take up the Chair in Chinese Studies at the University of Malaya in Kuala 
Lumpur. Forty years later, my former university in Singapore, where I worked 
in its Physics Department, asked me to give a talk on how I managed to 
turn myself into a Professor of Chinese from a physicist and on what a 
physicist could do in Chinese studies that a Sinologist was not expected to 
be capable of doing. I talked about the importance of adaptability and 
illustrated what a physicist could do better than an ordinary Sinologist with 
several examples of research in Chinese studies that involved astronomical 
and even astrological calculations and interpretations. 

Since 1953 I had been working with Needham, sometimes closely and 
sometimes over a great distance for over half a century. We were from en- 
tirely different cultural and family background and yet I managed to adapt 
myself to work with him without being too compliant. My early training in 
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Chinese was a critical complement to Needhams talent in certain areas of his 
Science and Civilisation in China series, while my early social contacts had 
played a role in the fundraising exercise for the Needham Research Institute. 
My early upbringing in both traditional Chinese and Western cultures en- 
abled me to work with Needham . 1 Since I had known Needham over a long 
period and had observed him through my own understanding of both cultures, 
my observations may therefore differ in certain aspects from other Western 
and Chinese writers. It is not a matter of whichever is correct, but rather 
that views taken from different angles may be refreshing to the reader. 

A number of friends have assisted me in bringing this book into fruition. 
The book itself came about at the suggestion of Dr Phua Kok Khoo ffr I ,; [ fyj 
of Singapore. I have sought the advice of Dr Tai Yu-lin n'ZEfv and Mr Lim 
Ho Hup both of Singapore but originated from Malaysia, to verify 

facts relevant to those regions. Mr Liew Yin Soon^ljffy^fy and Mrs Christiana 
Liew iWfyfif!, both of Brisbane and formerly from Malaysia, helped me to 
read through every sentence in the book. So did my daughters Sook Kee 'M. 

and Sook Pin fyC'fy Lastly, in chronological order, Professor Sir Geoffrey 
Lloyd and Dr Christopher Cullen of the Needham Research Institute, 
Cambridge, had read through the whole book and offered their invaluable 
suggestions. To all of them I am indebted. 

My academic career made it necessary for me to travel around the four 
continents of Asia, Europe, North America and Australia. Frequent travels 
that often spanned long period of time entailed corresponding absence from 
home. I could not have given my wife and our children the attention they so 
much deserved, but they had not only put up with my omission ungrudgingly 
but also given me help and encouragement in many ways. This book is 
written in the year of the Golden Wedding Anniversary between Lucy and me. 
To Lucy i'i jCC, it is affectionately dedicated. 

1 I once overheard a remark made by the Head of a certain College in Cambridge 
saying that I must have been a very easy person to get along with, since I could get 
along with Needham. That Head of College was a friend of mine. I said, in a light 
vein to a mutual friend, that the remark came too late for me, as that Head of 
College would make an excellent referee, but at my age I could no longer have the 
opportunity to take advantage of it. 
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M y knowledge about my parentage is extremely scanty. My father said 
that his great-great-grandfather, He Jieping went to Panyu 

If ]S| district in modern Guangzhou city from Shangyu _Lj^ in Shaoxing tS 
)'( district in Zhejiang province. In those days, many scholars working as 
advisors for local magistrates in South China came from that region. My 
earliest known forebears were perhaps among their ranks. Henceforth my 
ancestors regarded themselves as people from Panyu district. He Jieping’s 
son, He Guanshan {nfS 1 1 1 gave him four grandsons, namely He Wenyuan 
mSCjt, He Wenguang fnT3C7fc, He Wenkuan fnT>C XL and He Wenyao fnf 
30H. He Wenguang was my great-grandfather. He Junqing was my 

grandfather. He had two surviving sons and a daughter. Being in the service 
of the British custom office and working along the coast of the Pearl River, 
I would guess that he could speak some English. My father He Qihan 
iX (later known as Ho Tih Ann 2 {nTtlJihi: and he also used the literary name 


2 Since this was the English version of the name he adopted personally and used 
officially, it is not rendered here under any other romanisation system. The same 
applies to all other similar cases. Most of the personal names for Chinese in Malaysia 
and Singapore are their official names in English. Sometimes they have no Chinese 
equivalent, as in the cases of my friends Ivy Soh and Beda Lim. Needham once 
tried to give Ivy a Chinese name and Beda had also asked me for one. However, the 
later additions had never come into official usage, such as in passports and banking 
accounts. I do not know the Chinese equivalents of the official names of some of 
my Chinese friends in Malaysia and Singapore, including some of those mentioned 
in this book. 
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Hancha 'iXtlt) was born in China in 1895. He had an elder sister He 
Qiaozhen and a younger brother He Qijie fnTHjdlt who served in the 

local police force. When he was young, my father went to school to prepare 
himself for the civil examinations. He excelled among his classmates in 
essay-writing and used to write two different essays for one topic set by the 
teacher, so that he could sell one of the pieces to a classmate to earn some 
pocket money. To him the abolition of the civil examination system in 
China was a disappointment. He had great admiration for Zeng Guofan h 
H ill (1811-1872) and Liang Qichao KciDiS (1873-1929), and collected 
their writings. He recommended me to read Jinsilu when I became 

older. Thus I deduced that his thinking came under the influence of the late 
Qing scholars and neo-Confucianism. 

My father also had a cousin named He Qixun fnTHQH., who owned a 
flourishing law firm in Guangzhou until 1949. I had contact with Aunt 
Qiaozhen and Uncle Qixun together with members of their families, but 
did not have any news about Uncle Qijie. 3 My father married my mother Wu 
Peiyao QTUT when she was sixteen. My grandfather passed away when my 
father was only a teenager. It seemed that in those days, the post in the 
custom office could be passed on from father to son, but it went to a relative 
instead because my father was not yet of age then. My father then joined the 
army as a civil officer under Chen Jiongming H/lQM Bfl , a powerful warlord in 
South China during the first quarter of the 20th century, and rose to the rank 
equivalent to a Major General. His direct commanding officer was probably 
General Ye Ju H MT During the third decade of the 20th century, military 
factions in South China were often at odds with one another. Chen Jiongming 
did not come to the support of Sun Yat-sen •J/JuT {[ I [ , although, according to 
my father, he was not totally against the latter. In 1925 my father left the 
army for the Malay Peninsula. He said that he felt sick seeing Chinese 
soldiers killing their own kind in battle. He changed his name to Ho Tih 
Ann and no one in his land of adoption had ever heard of his original 

3 In the English language, the word “uncle” when applied to Uncle Qixun here is 
merely honorific and not a strict description of kin relationship. In Chinese custom, 
the honorific “uncle” is normally used. To indicate kinship, when occasion 
demands, the prefix tang JU is attached. 
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personal and literary names again. My mother came to be known under the 
name Ng Yeen Kwai 

I had an elder brother whom I had never seen, because he died in China 
as an infant before I was born. I was the second son. My school records showed 
that I was born in 1926 in Papan, a tiny little town in the Kinta Valley in 
Malaysia that had seen its days of glory as an important tin mining area, but 
is now almost forgotten. A younger sister came after me. Unfortunately she 
died as a child in Ipoh Hospital after a fall resulting from a sudden lightning 
strike while she was playing outside the attap (thatched) house in which my 
father had rented a room. The accident occurred around 1928. That was also 
the year when my younger brother Yew Lam lit l-'d was born. In 1930 I had a 



Figure 1 Names of my mother and her children in my fathers handwriting. Note that my 
name Peng Yoke is unlisted. 
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new sister Ah Looi MM- Thus I had a younger brother and a younger sister 
in my childhood days; we were all too young to be aware of rhe considerable 
hardship that our parents were going through. My mother later had five more 
children, but only three of them survived. She lost her fifth child when he was 
only a baby and her last birth was a stillborn. Hence our brother Ho Thong 
MM, sister Lay Kum and brother Ho Chuen MM joined the family in 
1934, 1936 and 1938 respectively. 

Chinese names often cause confusion to Westerners resulting from 
cultural differences. 4 It was customary, especially among the literati, to have 
a number of names besides their personal names, such as literary names, 
appellations, titular names, etc. Also commonly used were childhood names 
and even nicknames. Take my own case for example. I received my literary 
name Peng Yoke M® when I first went to school in 1933 and henceforth 
it has become my official name. Previously my parents called me by the 
name Yantian jSE'M, or more often Yatian M'M for short. I also had a more 
formal personal name Yuhua M M that shares a common character hua M 
with the formal personal names of all my brothers. However, none of us had 
any occasion to use those names. 5 Similarly the formal personal names of my 
sisters share the common characteryiw M, read in Cantonese as kum, meaning 
gold and also daughter in this context. My second sisters name is Runjin M] 

4 Later on, in my academic career Needham wrote my name as Ho Ping-yti, using 
his own modified Wade-Giles system of romanisation. My publications in Chinese 
in the Mainland carry the pinyin form He Bingyu. My first publication in Britain 
bears the name P Y Ho, but Ho Peng Yoke appears in the majority of cases. Change 
of order of family and personal names is unavoidable living in places where Western 
culture pervades. In Australia my name is often written as Peng Yoke Ho. That is 
a correct form, but I am sometimes called Peng Ho, without knowing that, unlike 
Western names, Peng and Yoke must come together and are not independent 
names. Some other Asian names also give rise to confusion. For example, I found 
the name of a friend, Tan Sri Raja Haji Aznan, listed after his father’s name, Raja 
Haji Ahmad, in the International Who’s Who (1989 edition), taking the fathers name 
as the surname or family name. The bibliography had little choice, as Muslims do 
not have family names. The same applies to Indian names. 

5 Although all these names should be read in Cantonese, they are put in the pinyin 
form, because no English version of these names was in use. 
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fiA as she was born in an intercalary month, but Ah Looi that simply means 
“daughter” became her official name, because it is the name shown in her birth 
certificate. My parents had not yet thought of a name for her at the time of 
registering her birth and supplied that name only provisionally. Getting a 
birth certificate was something unfamiliar to the traditional Chinese. I can- 
not blame my parents for not fully understanding the importance of such a 
document as the birth certificate. My brother Yew Lam was born a few days 
earlier than what is entered in his birth certificate — because of public 
holidays the report was made several days later — so that his birth certificate 
indicates the date of reporting instead. I do not know what exactly was 
written on my own birth certificate, which I was told, was lost during the war. 
Chinese put family names before personal names, contrary to Western 
practice. A personal name often consists of two characters. In Hong Kong 
and Southeast Asia it is rendered in English as two words, while in the 
Wade-Giles system the two are connected by a hyphen and in the pinyin c j f 
ft system they appear as a single word. Rendering a Chinese name in two 
separate words often mislead Westerners to take the two words as two differ- 
ent names. 

Despite problems arising out of cultural difference, Chinese names 
sometimes have more to tell than their Western counterparts. First take the 
case of my own name, which is rather uncommon. One day Professor Ho 
Pingti fnTffils}! and I had a personal chat and discovered that our ancestors 
came from the same district in Zhejiang province, China. As we had often 
been asked whether we were related to each other, he wondered why the first 
Chinese character in my personal name was unlike his, without the usual 
Fire radical. My answer was that since I lived in the south, which represented 
Fire and the Chinese character concerned also represented Fire, to add a Fire 
radical to it would bring about excess of Fire. He nodded in appreciation and 
said that my father was knowledgeable about the art of fate-calculation. My 
father often talked about physiognomy, the art of reading fortune from 
facial observation, but I do not know how much he knew about the Chinese 
art of fate-calculation or how much he believed in it. At least I can tell that 
he had some fancy for it. He had a detailed horoscope cast for himself by an 
expert in Hong Kong and a simple one done for me by another in Ipoh around 
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the middle of the 1930s. His horoscope contained about ten pages and said 
that he would not reach his 67th year and that ten years would be added to 
his life by good deeds on his part. He passed away in 1957 at his 63rd year. 
By Chinese custom three years can be added to the age of a deceased 
person, so that he can be regarded to have reached his 66th year. The 
accuracy of his horoscope depends on its interpretation. My horoscope was 
written only in a few lines, ending with the remark that I would be inclined 
towards literary pursuits and would have asset of the worth of three hun- 
dred thousand. There seems to be something in the first part of the remark, 
but the last part is so vague that it can mean anything. Nevertheless, these 
two horoscopes were my first encounters with the method of fate-calculation, 
which became a subject of my research 50 years later. 

The names of my brothers and sisters also reveal somethings about my 
father. My brother Yew Lam had the name Ying Shoon h'/.)-® or Yashoon 'If 
Jl® before he went to school. The character shun, meaning smooth, indicates 
that my mother had an easy birth, but also bears the hope that life would 
turn smoother following the birth of my brother. My sister’s name, Runjin, 
had another meaning besides indicating that she was born in an intercalary 
month. By adding the Water radical to the word run for the intercalary 
month, it also has the meaning of remuneration or money that my father 
was in want of in those days. My father was hoping that fortune would 
change with the arrival of his daughter. The name Ho Thong, meaning an 
unobstructed river, showed that the way was cleared and that life had al- 
ready begun running smoothly for my father. When his next daughter came 
he was in the mood to give her more affection and named her Lay Kum, 
meaning beautiful daughter as well as beautiful gold. The name of his youngest 
son Ho Chuen has the meaning of a river ferry, indicating that the child was 
born during the better years of his life. 

My father earned his living by teaching traditional Chinese. Sometimes 
he had very few pupils to teach at home and at other times he had to give 
outside private tuition. He had to struggle several years before he could 
settle down in one place to earn a living. I vaguely remember my childhood 
days when I followed my parents moving from place to place within the 
Kinta Valley in Perak that was once the biggest tin producing area in the 
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world. Aunt Qiaozhen was married to Chin Wing Hing til A A , a former 
juren A A degree holder who had once served in the army. He left China for 
Lahat, a small town in the Kinta Valley, to set up a private school bearing 
his own name. Perhaps that was the reason why my father made the Kinta 
Valley his choice. However, both of them was not very successful in their 
occupations. My aunt and her family moved from Lahat to Falim, a small 
town outside Ipoh with only one row of houses facing the main road, and 
finally to Ipoh itself. As for my father and us, I remembered moving around 
Pasir Puteh (a village of Ipoh), Tanjong Rambutan, Lahat and Falim, before 
finally settling down in Ipoh town itself. I was too young to remember the 
proper sequence of these moves. My father once went back to Hong Kong 
briefly, leaving my mother and me together with my younger sister behind 
in Tanjong Rambutan, probably to attend the funeral of Chen Jiongming 
and to explore any possibility of finding another career in China. However, 
I was not aware about his actual plans. Anyway he did come back to us. 

My earliest recollection of dates was New Year’s Eve of 1929. We were 
at my aunt’s home in Falim when my cousins said that we were in the 18th 
year of the Chinese Republic and that the next day would be the 1 9th year 
of the Republic. I also remember that my father gave me two cents asking 
me to buy one stamp to post a letter at a nearby post office. The post office 
gave me two one-cent stamps. Thinking that only one stamp was required, 
since my father asked me to buy one, I posted the letter with one stamp on 
it and returned the other to my father. My father did not get angry; he said 
that the recipient would pay for the postage due. 

Around 1930 my father took us to Ipoh. Between then and 1932 we 
moved from one place to another, living as sub-tenants in rented rooms. It 
was in one of the rooms we moved in that I first saw electric light. Before 
then I knew of only kerosene lamp and candles. Around 1932 my father 
moved to a room in a clan association and held classes within its premises. 
One day, I accompanied him to the Confucian association to attend a talk 
given by a distinguished scholar, Chen Huanzhang a Master Degree 

holder from Columbia University. Of course I could not understand what 
the talk was about. I remembered only the names of the speaker and the 
university, and was impressed by the university degree the speaker possessed. 
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My School Years 

In 1933 my father rented a two-storied townhouse at 52, Yew Tet Shin Street, 
Ipoh and established the Sze Mu If'J' '%■ Private School, using the top floor as 
classroom. The name of his school suggested the influence of the late Qing 
thinker Liang Qichao. He employed Wan Choy Wan, a school leaver from 
St. Michael’s Institution, to teach English. It was then that I first learned some 
English. My father decided to send me to an English school. In September 
1933 Wan Choy Wan took me to St. Michael’s Institution and enrolled me 
temporarily in a Primary Two class. 

By 1934 my father expanded his school by renting two adjoining two- 
storied townhouses at numbers 28 and 30, Theatre Street, which were within 
a stone’s throw of the original campus. His fifth son arrived to mark this 
occasion. The two upper floors served as classrooms, one ground floor be- 
came our living quarters and the other ground floor doubled as a playroom 
for table tennis. He soon employed two domestic servants to help my mother. 
My youngest sister and my youngest brother arrived during these happier days 
of his life. Apart for a very brief period at 52, Yew Tet Shin Street, I was 
brought up within these premises during my school years. 

My father conducted both day and evening classes, using only one 
classroom for the latter. He employed two teachers to help in the day school, 
one to teach English and one to look after one of the two classrooms. In 1938 
Lee Weng Toon a distant relative (a cousin by marriage of my Uncle 

Qixun) and a trained primary school teacher in China, joined the school. 
Being single, she stayed with my parents for many years until she left to teach 
in the Sun Yat-sen School in Ipoh. The evening class took in mainly English 
school students and adults, who were otherwise occupied during daytime. I 
sat in during the evening class, sometimes helping those who found difficulties 
in their lessons by explaining to them in English. In this way I had contact 
with students from English schools other than those from the school I 
attended. 

I owed the knowledge of classical Chinese entirely to my father. He 
acquired a complete series of library books for elementary schools, entitled 
Xiaoxuesheng wenku 'L'"' r T T-Y. published by the Commercial Press, 
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Shanghai and put the few hundred books under my charge. I read almost the 
whole collection and had probably gained the knowledge expected from one 
who had gone through a Chinese primary school. Some of what I had 
learned later turned out to be applicable in my academic career. My father 
also had a copy of the Chinese translation of J.A. Thomson’s work, with the 
Chinese title Hanyi kexue dagang IX iXXKX ATM (Outline of Science in 
Chinese Translation) (Commercial Press, Shanghai, 1923). That was my 
early introduction to science. The following two examples show what I had 
learned. 

In 1935 my father had a very eminent guest, Zhu Ruzhen mm, the 
bangyan Afiit title recipient in the last civil examination to be held in the 
presence of the Manchu Qing emperor. I offered him tea in my father’s 
study, addressing him as Venerable Teacher ( laoshi ^-rj/fp) and stood by the 
side of my father to listen to their conversation. The guest wrote a scroll — 
to commemorate the occasion — bearing the four characters, jiao si wu qiong 
(teaching and thinking without limit). My father had the scroll 
framed and displayed on the wall. One day a friend, on seeing the scroll, 
made a remark on the excellence of its calligraphy. My father concurred with 
his remark, but added that a writer with the stature of a bangyan could have 
developed his own style of calligraphy, rather than keeping the style adopted 
officially for civil examination that was copied from some famous calligraphers. 
The lesson I learned was that I could learn from others by all means, but I 
should develop my own style and not merely become a copycat. Recently, I 
saw in a satellite television programme about a public interview conducted in 
China with the new CEO of General Electric. To the question whether he 
would perform in the same way as his very successful predecessor, he replied 
that he would certainly refer to his respected predecessor, but would work in 
his own personal style, fie reminded me of the remarks my father made on 
calligraphy. 

My father used to tell his pupils his secret of writing. He could write 
multiple versions on a single essay topic when he was in school. It was simply 
to put things in proper sequence. He gave the example of building a hut. 
One had to erect the pillars before working on the roof. This sounded rather 
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obvious at first, but many years later it rang in my ears while I observed Joseph 
Needham at work. 6 His remarks on calligraphy again resonated in my ears 
when I later studied the methodology employed by Needham to write his 
monumental work Science and Civilisation in China. 

My father experienced both generation and cultural gaps. He had the 
reputation of being a good teacher, but he was also a teacher much feared by 
his pupils. Nonetheless many parents sent their children to him to instill 
more discipline in them. He also applied the principle of sparing the rod to 
his own children, but only to his first three surviving ones. However, his 
attitude changed altogether in my case after I attended English school and a 
close father- and-son relationship developed. My parents regarded their chil- 
dren as their own financial assets. They tried to plan their children’s career, 
including marriages, although not all of their efforts were always successful. 
Any pressure on me came through my mother, but never directly from my 
father. As the eldest surviving son, I was supposed to carry the heaviest 
responsibility, by looking after my parents as well as my younger brothers 
and sisters when needed. My sister Ah Looi attended my class when I taught 
at the Sze Mu Private School in 1941. I once taught my brother Ho Thong 
in 1945 at St. Michael’s Institution and at the University of Malaya ten years 
later. I had my sister Lay Kum in my Physics class in 1957 at the University 
of Malaya. In 1955 I took my youngest brother Ho Chuen and our cousin 
Chin Wai Hin U to St. Michael’s Institution for enrolment as new 
pupils into the primary class. Hence during my younger days there was 
some kind of a dual relationship between my brothers and sisters and me. 
Only my brother Yew Lam was there to play with me. I remember the days 
when we went together for kungfu sessions in the morning at the Ching Woo 
fit iSj Association and in the afternoons when we played table tennis at home. 
I do have the affection of my sisters and the other brothers, but I feel the loss 
of not having any opportunity to play with them, especially in the case of 
my youngest brother whom I know was quite skilful in table tennis. Lor the 
responsibility I carried I have earned the respect of my brothers and sisters. 
My brother Yew Lam also carried much responsibility on his shoulder. He 

6 See under the Methodology of Joseph Needham. 
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lived with my parents for a much longer period than I did. I left home in 
1946, while he was with them throughout their lives. However, this is not 
the place to tell his story. 

My father seemed to realise his cultural handicap. Perhaps this was the 
reason why he sent his children to English schools. The choice of school for 
me was made not by him but by an old boy of that school. For my brother 
Yew Lam he picked Anderson School, because he heard that it was a govern- 
ment school and those from such schools would find it easier to enter gov- 
ernment service. He did not send my sister Ah Looi to school, because he felt 
that a woman had no need to find a job and would rather have her stay at 
home to give my mother a helping hand. The choice of St. Michael’s Insti- 
tution for my two other brothers was entirely my decision, when I was then 
teaching in that school. I could not remember the reason why my father sent 
my youngest sister to the Methodist Girls’ School. Perhaps it was for variety, 
and my mother had no need for more helping hands at that stage. During 
the last years of her life, my mother told me that the best thing my father 
ever did to me was to send me to an English school. 

After only a couple of months in Primary Two class, I obtained almost 
full marks in all the subjects. I came out top of the class in the final exami- 
nation and gained a triple promotion to Standard Three class. There was 
only one incident that I remembered in the Primary Two class. I was intro- 
duced to the football game for the first time. The teacher divided the class of 
about 40 into two sides to play against each other. Being ignorant of the 
rules, I stopped the ball with my hands to help my goalkeeper. That resulted 
in my side losing the game. When I got to Standard Three class I found my 
name skipped over in selection for games and sports. Perhaps my mishan- 
dling of the ball was not forgotten or perhaps I was one year younger than 
average in class and had a non-athletic look. But to me it was a blessing in 
disguise, as I had sufficient exercise from my early morning kungfu session 
and my late afternoon table tennis game with my brother Yew Lam. Besides, 
not having to go back to school for games and sports enabled me to partici- 
pate in the evening class session in my father’s school. Moreover, I even 
found time to take up fretwork as a hobby. I often worked my file through 
the plywood while humming the tune ‘Tis a long way to Tipperary’ that I 
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heard and learned from the school scouts. That this was a popular British 
military song was unknown to me and so was the location of Tipperary, but 
it did serve to make me forget the monotony of working the saw up and 
down and keep me on my way. 

I became myopic in 1934, but took some time to realise the need to 
correct my vision with spectacles. Being only exposed to spoken English for 
less than half a year as compared to my classmates, who had already been in 
school for four years, my deficiency in that area soon showed up. My class- 
mates jokingly called me “Chinaman” and qualified it with an adjective 
chinkjong that one might interpret as the derogative word “chink” or as a 
Cantonese word meaning “genuine”. I doubt that they knew that derogative 
word at their age; most likely they used a Cantonese word as an emphasis. I 
did not feel offended at that time — I did not grasp the meaning of the term 
anyway — and neither did my teacher stop them. However, this nickname 
was dropped after a few months when I adapted myself to the environment. 
Looking back I would take this as a reflection of the superior feeling of the 
English-educated Chinese over the Chinese-educated in those days in that 
part of the world. 

More worrying was my acquiring of the habit of stuttering, in the form 
of a hesitation to read or to say the first word in class. That was perhaps due 
to my inferiority complex resulting from deficiency in oral English. Perhaps 
another cause was the first cultural conflict that I encountered around 1 934 
and 1935. My textbook for Bible History clearly stated 4004 BCE as the 
year of the Creation and gave dates in the Old Testament that showed 
discrepancies with the traditional Chinese historical dates given in Chinese 
texts. I did not question the authenticity of either of them, but could not 
come to terms with two conflicting views. I hesitated to make a decision — 
I could doubt neither what my Bible History said nor the traditional dates 
given in Chinese texts. In the Western tradition as taught in school one had 
to declare one’s choice to the exclusion of any other, while in the traditional 
Chinese way declaration and rejection were unnecessary. Time has shown 
that the dates in my Bible History textbook and the early traditional Chi- 
nese dates were both unreliable, but perhaps hesitation to commit to the 
Western tradition in this issue had played a part in the development of my 
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stuttering. I tried hard to overcome this defect, but it persisted for some years 
and only gradually faded away towards my last period in school. I could 
hardly imagine then, that later on in life, I could manage to speak to audi- 
ences of over half a thousand without reading from my notes. 

There were three examinations in a year. At the first term examination 
I came out slightly below average, 24th out of a class of 40, at the second I 
came out 18th, and at the final I improved again on the score, but had no 
recollection of what it was. My examination results kept on improving gradu- 
ally in 1935 when I was in the Standard Four class, but what left for me to 
remember was a chain-smoking teacher, who kept himself otherwise occu- 
pied whenever there was a horse race in town. I went to Standard Five class 
in 1936. That was my last year of primary education. I had a very dedicated 
teacher, Mr Lip Seng Onn jSbfeSz: as my form teacher. Schooling had 
become a more serious discipline. I had to learn two new subjects, algebra 
and geometry, taught by a competent teacher, Mr Lim Kean Ffooi 
My examination results also improved and came within the first ten in class. 
In 1 937 Mr Lip was promoted together with his class to become the form 
teacher of Standard Six, the first year in secondary education. 7 My position 
in class kept on improving. The last year of primary education and the first 
year of secondary education were my years of consolidation in school. I 
became the top boy in class in my last three years in school. By that time I 
had given up my early morning kung fiu session to concentrate on my 
homework. The form teacher of Standard Seven class was a German Chris- 
tian Brother, Brother Rupert. Ffe appeared to me as the most learned 
Christian Brother during my time at school and he was very dedicated to 
teaching as well. Among the subjects he taught was French. One day he 
taught the word le professeur. Suddenly my classmates applied that term to me 
and called me professor. Even Brother Rupert joined them. I was stuck with 
this nickname throughout the rest of my school years. 

7 There were some confusion about Chinese names in the schools in those days. 
Pupils were taught to address their teachers as Master, followed by their personal 
names, such as Master Seng Onn and Master Kean Hooi in the case of the two 
teachers mentioned here. In another school in the same town they would be addressed 
as Mr Lip and Mr Lim respectively. 
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I had Mr Lip as form teacher for the third time in the Standard Eight 
class. My French teacher in that class was an Irish American Christian Brother 
by the name Brother Thomas. His honesty discouraged me from venturing 
to speak French. He related to the class that when he once spoke French in 
France, he was told that he was speaking the language like a Spanish cow. I 
feared that my performance would at best be equal to that of a Spanish calf. 
However, I remember what he taught us about thinking big and the Ameri- 
can belief in speed and efficiency. That was my early encounter with an 
American. 

War started in Europe in 1939. 1 attended first aid classes and joined the 
St. John Ambulance Brigade. 1939 was also the last year of the Overseas 
Cambridge Junior School Certificate Examinations. That year I also started 
to learn to play the violin. The music was mainly Scottish. For example, 
some of the early pieces I learned to play included Blue Bells of Scotland and 
Coming thro’ the rye. I had not succeeded in becoming competent in playing 
the violin, although I did once played in the school concert under duress 
and after persuading the classmate on the piano to play louder to cover up 
my wrong notes. I did not know whether he did so, but I survived the 
ordeal. This classmate of mine came from a family of musicians from Goa; 
he later worked as a piano teacher in Singapore. I stopped my violin lessons 
in my last year in school to prepare for the Cambridge School Certificate 
Examinations, hoping to resume such activities after finishing school. 
However, it was not to be as later event showed. What I have learned was 
that the violin was not an easy musical instrument to play. An easier musical 
instrument for me to learn was the harmonica. I used to play pieces of 
Chinese as well as Western music with it, but like the violin, I had to give it 
up eventually. 

Standard Nine was known as the Senior Cambridge Class. My form 
teacher was an English Christian Brother, who hailed from Salisbury. My 
other teachers told the class that he was hard of hearing and therefore was 
able to keep his pure English accent without being polluted by listening to 
local people speaking his language. The class was thus advised to listen 
carefully to him in order to pick up the proper English accent. He was 
supposed to teach English literature and botany, but he used up most of the 
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teaching hours either preaching or talking about ethics to prepare us for life 
after leaving school. One of my classmates, Anthony Yong later joined the 
priesthood and ultimately rose to the rank of an Archbishop. Perhaps it was 
partly due to the effort of this teacher. A Burmese Christian Brother with 
the same religious name as our form teacher taught us history of the British 
Empire. At his last class before we left school, he wrote five history questions 
on the blackboard and asked us to study them. Sure enough four of those 
questions reappeared in the history paper of the Cambridge School Certificate 
Examinations. He must have been an expert analyst of the ten-year series 
history questions. Most of the Christian Brothers at that time came from 
Ireland, while those from Asia originated in Burma. Mr Lip taught geography, 
while Mr Lim taught elementary mathematics, which included arithmetic, 
algebra and geometry. In December 1940 I finished school and sat for the 
Cambridge School Certificate Examinations. 

I got on very well with all my teachers in school. Most of them were nice 
people, but I had no idea at all about teachers in other schools. Some of my 
teachers imparted knowledge that involved many things outside the school 
syllabus, such as in mundane affairs and religious denominations other than 
their own. Perhaps with the exception of Brother Rupert, who seemed to 
have expertise in chemistry, none of my teachers had gone through tertiary 
education. Only their dedication to education somewhat made up for the 
lack of it. Certainly, tertiary education was not a common qualification 
possessed by many teachers in those days. However, the other two English 
schools in town did have several college graduates as teachers. For example, 
Mr Lim was a good mathematics teacher and he taught his class elementary 
mathematics, but the Anderson School had a college graduate mathematics 
teacher, who maintained a 1 00% examination success record in his teaching 
career and who taught not only elementary but also additional mathematics. 
The other English schools in town also made more effort to prepare students 
for further studies than the school I attended. They offered additional 
mathematics, physics and chemistry, which were absent among the subjects 
taught in my school. Later on I had to make extra efforts in college to make 
up what I missed. Nevertheless I have never regretted having attended that 
school and I kept in close contact with it after leaving. It did take steps to 
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remedy this situation in the post war years. In 1971 I served on the Board of 
Governors at St. John’s Institution in Kuala Lumpur and was pleased to note 
that no less than 40 percent of its teaching staff had received tertiary education. 
This was a far cry from the days when I was in one of its sister schools. 

I got along well with my classmates, although I did not spend much time 
playing or going out with them. They probably regarded me as a bookworm 
through my absence in sports and on the play field. The only exception was 
Choong Sin Choon, who used to visit me to have a game of billiards on a 
makeshift table and to talk about school homework. After leaving school I was 
in contact with only a small number of them. When I taught temporarily in 
my old school shortly after the war, I had Lee Kam Wai , Cheah 

Hoong Tuck ilJl-Elto?;, Ooi Eu Chong and Chan Kok Soo as 

colleagues. Kok Soo was a nephew of Chen Pi-chun |7[ ; * ‘7 J, %, the wife of 
Wang Ching-wei '/ 1 : Ji j I J , the President of the so-called Puppet Nanking 
Government, but political events in China had no repercussions within the 
walls of an English school. After leaving my hometown Ipoh, I was in close 
touch with Lee Kam Wai, who graduated with a degree in medicine at the 
University of Hong Kong and practised medicine in Singapore. Lucy is a 
younger sister of his wife, and through him we first met in Hong Kong. 
Cheah Hoong Tuck later became a colleague of mine at the University of 
Malaya, Kuala Lumpur, where he worked as the Assistant Bursar. He later 
moved to Penang as the Bursar of a new university before migrating to 
Australia to settle down in Melbourne. I enjoyed many years of close friend- 
ship with them while I was in Singapore and in Kuala Lumpur respectively. 
I was with Anthony Yong several times at the National Consultative Council 
meetings held at Parliament House in Kuala Lumpur when he was the Bishop 
of Penang, and had once invited him to my home for lunch during the 
interval. I came across Lim Thiam Loy, Ooi Boon Seng and Chang Kong Fee 
when I was in Singapore. In 2001 when I revisited Ipoh I met Wong Hon 
Choong UnRJiS, Lau Yew Meng^l® 53and Yeoh Kean Teik for the 

first time after sixty long years. Kean Teik has a famous daughter Michelle 
Yeoh who starred in one of the James Bond films. Ooi Eu Chong 

invited me to lunch at the Ipoh Swimming Club, but two years later he 
passed away. 
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Interregnum Period: World War II 

After I left school towards the end of 1940, my father tried to get me a job 
through someone he knew. I was supposed to work as a clerk in a local bank 
without having to submit an application. I heard no news of the result, 
except to learn from my father that the job would carry a salary of $30 a 
month. At that time my father had built a house in Tebing Tinggi, a subur- 
ban village about two miles away from home and there he established a 
branch of his school. He taught at the main campus in the morning and at 
the branch in the afternoon. He got me registered as an untrained teacher to 
teach English at the branch in the morning and at the main campus in the 
afternoon. Another full time teacher was employed at the main campus 
since there were two classrooms. I received no salary for my service, as I was 
merely working for the family and not being employed. I gave private tu- 
ition to earn some pocket money. I did not make any complaint, but I 
resolved that such an arrangement should not be allowed to last long. I was 
waiting for an opportunity to further my studies. I applied for a scholarship 
to enter Raffles College in Singapore, with Dr Wu Lien-teh fEiSt'S acting 
as one of my two referees, the other being a public notary. Dr Wu was the 
world-renowned plague fighter during the first decade of the last century. 
With an MD degree from Cambridge University, he was the person holding 
the highest academic degree that I knew in my youth until I went to 
university. Strong recommendations alone did not work. The College told 
me that I was underaged and could not be considered for admission. I was 
then only 15. I was also hoping to have a chance to apply for a Loke Yew Pfff 
'ffi Scholarship to get into the University of Hong Kong to do engineering, 
but the opportunity never came — there was no announcements calling for 
applications. I later learned that it was not offered annually. 8 I could not 
expect any help from my parents since they themselves needed my help; even 
studying on a scholarship would deprive them of my financial support. I 


I could never dreamt that 40 years later I was offered the Chair of Chinese in that 
university with my office on the top floor of the building donated by and named 
after Loke Yew. 
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decided to take a correspondence course with the British Institute of 
Engineering Technology in London to study for the Institute of Mechanical 
Engineering examinations. I was not aware of the requirements of practical 
experience at some stage. As events turned out this problem proved to be 
inconsequential, but I did learn something about differential and integral 
calculus in the practical mathematics course that became helpful when I 
later took mathematics in college. That correspondence school soon set up a 
branch in Sydney and operated from there. That was my earliest contact 
with Australia. That was the year 1941. People sensed that war was coming 
near to the country. I enrolled myself to serve in the Medical Auxiliary 
Service as a member of the St. John’s Ambulance Brigade and attended 
regular training sessions. I did rather well in the tests, scoring full marks for 
my written test and having two marks deducted from my practical test for 
failing to correct a mistake deliberately made by the examiner when he 
assisted me to lift a patient from the stretcher. He said later that it was to 
make it more difficult for me to gain full marks in both written and practical 
tests. The study of first aid did make me interested in medicine, but I had to 
suppress the thought of reading medicine due to my responsibility of sup- 
porting my parents. To do medicine over six years was too long to be 
considered. 

The Pacific War began on the 8th of December 1941. My parents, 
myself, and my brothers and sisters moved to the branch school in Tebing 
Tinggi. Public defence units were put on alert. The Medical Auxiliary Ser- 
vice had the Town Hall as its headquarters. The unit was divided into two 
shifts, rotating to report for duty. There were several air raids by Japanese 
planes and some small bombs were dropped in the town. There were some 
casualties among the civilians, but only a few houses were damaged. It so 
happened that the air raids came only during periods when I was off duty. 
I did not have to attend to the wounded and had not even seen any blood 
throughout the period of my service. One December morning when I re- 
ported for duty I found the Town Hall deserted. On making enquiry, I 
found that those on shift duty last night had evacuated to the south and 
were on their way to Singapore in the face of the approaching Japanese 
enemy, leaving those in my shift behind. That ended my career in the St. 
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John’s Ambulance Brigade. After the war I received a Defence Medal bearing 
the image of the head of King George VI for service unaccompanied by 
performance, I felt rather undeserving; I could offer no reason to justify 
myself. 9 

The Japanese army gained control of the Malay Peninsula very quickly. 
It entered Ipoh before Christmas and occupied Singapore on 15th of February 
1942. Ipoh was relatively peaceful, probably because the Japanese met little 
resistance on its way. Under Japanese occupation some English schools were 
turned into Japanese schools, while some were used for other purposes. St. 
Michael’s Institution became the headquarters of the state government and the 
Convent School was turned into the Perak Japanese Language Teachers Train- 
ing Institute, which was later renamed Perak Normal School. It offered a 
Rapid Course lasting three months for existing teachers and a Specialised 
Course that stretched over six months for new recruits. I joined the first 
batch of Specialised Course students in January 1943. 1 put in much effort in 
studying the language. I copied a whole Japanese-English Dictionary by hand, 
as dictionaries and English-Japanese language books were rare items. I also 
copied a portion of a Japanese language book by Chamberlain and later I had 
a brief access to Vaccari’s first edition of Japanese Conversation Grammar. Of 
course Japanese language in those days was not taught via the English medium, 
but the English educated found it extremely useful. The Head of the institute 
was also the Head of the Education Department. The first Head was Shijiro 
Banno a graduate of Waseda University, if not Michigan 

University. He compiled a textbook on Japanese grammar for use in the 
institute. My knowledge of classical Chinese complemented the English gram- 
mar I learned in school to help me in the study of the Japanese language. 
Lessons taught in the institute came from textbooks used in primary schools 
in Japan. All classes, including the grammar classes taught by Banno himself, 
were conducted in the Japanese medium. In May 1943 Banno was trans- 
ferred to the post of Head of the Propaganda Department. A new Head for 
the institute and the Education Department arrived in the person of Hiroshi 


9 This came about in 1947. I kept the medal as a souvenir, but I also received a back 
pay of about $30, which was a windfall to me in my student days. 
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Suguro ft S ft, a graduate of Tokyo University of Commerce (former name 
of present Hitotsubashi University) and a professor in a Japanese university 
with expertise in marine insurance before he was recruited as a military ad- 
ministration officer. In end June 1943, I came out top of the class in the 
graduation examination. I was appointed to serve as a Teaching Assistant in the 
institute and also as a clerk in the Education Department situated at the 
second floor of the Hongkong and Shanghai Bank building in Belfield 
Street. 10 In 1944 I was transferred to the main government department 
located in the same building as my alma mater to work as a clerk in the 
Administration Department. 

The Pacific War ended in August 1945. It did not take long for the 
English schools to reopen. I was offered a teaching post in my old school 
and was in charge of organising classes to get them ready for the established 
teachers to take over. I found myself teaching several classes within the period 
of a few months. My school also asked me to take on the after-school 
Chinese classes. I had to do something about my ability in putonghua Jg M 
ft, popularly known as Mandarin. I came from a Cantonese speaking family. 
My encounter with Mandarin came only from two sources, listening to 
Chinese songs and to Mr Wang Fo-wen ZEftft talking to my father. Mr 
Wang, the father of Professor Wang Gungwu ftjSft, was the Assistant 
Inspector of Chinese Schools in the State of Perak then, and he was a close 
friend of my father. 11 Ipoh had a large population of Hakka people and some 
took the Hakka dialect as putonghua. To acquire a correct pronunciation in 


10 The bank, of course, was not functioning then. 

11 My father spoke to him in guanhua ft ft, the sort of language used by Chinese 
mandarins, but it was not putonghua. Wang Fo-wen and his family stayed with my 
family in my father’s house in Tebing Tinggi at the initial period of Japanese 
occupation. We used to spend our time practising Chinese calligraphy on old 
newspaper. Wang Fo-wen was an expert in the seal script type of calligraphy. He 
made his son Gungwu practise the Yan M style of writing, while my father made 
me learn the Zhao ft style. Gungwu and my younger brother Yew Lam were in the 
same class at the Anderson School, Ipoh. I gave them help in mathematics to prepare 
them for their school education. Mrs Wang and my mother were great friends; she 
picked up some Cantonese from my mother, while my mother was unable to speak 
in putonghua at all. 
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putonghua, I got a helping hand from Lee Weng Toon to learn the Chinese 
phonetics known as zhuyin fuhao V. I had to check every word in the 

lesson before facing my class. 

Things were again not the same for my father. My meagre salary and that 
from my brother Yew Lam, who was also working as a clerk, were barely 
sufficient to meet his needs. He sold his small house in Tebing Tinggi, which 
was the only real estate property he acquired in his lifetime. Eventually he 
leased out No. 30 Theatre Street to a sundry shop owner to live at No. 28 
Theatre Street to get more income. When war first came we lived in Tebing 
Tinggi, and my father invited his elder sister and her children to live in No. 
30 Theatre Street as she had lost her husband. My personal belongings, such 
as school reports and books, stamp collection and music books were kept in 
my father’s study at the same premises. I suppose that what’s one’s treasure can 
be somebody’s garbage, to borrow an often repeated statement of my wife Lucy. 
The loss of my old possession discouraged me from starting to collect stamps 
again, although I casually save my used stamps to be given away. My loss was 
insignificant and merely had some sentimental value, but my father had to 
cut down his school to one-third its former size in terms of number of 
classrooms. He operated his school with only one classroom until the very last 
day of his life. 

My experience during the war years opened my eyes to the world beyond 
the walls of my old school for the first time. I regarded such experience as an 
important part of my education, although I seldom spoke about it. At the 
Japanese Language Teachers Training Institute I helped to teach many school- 
masters from English, Malay, Chinese and Tamil schools in the State of Perak. 
Among them were my former teachers. I was also assigned to hold Japanese 
class in town for the public to attend. Some teachers and even some Chris- 
tian Brothers from my alma mater attended the classes. I made friends with 
many teachers from other schools, besides getting to know some of my 
former teachers better. I observed that there were dedicated and good teach- 
ers in other schools just as there were in my alma mater and that there were 
nice people in other Christian denominations just as there were among those 
of my alma mater. My relationship with some of the Christian Brothers and 
my former teachers became even closer. Mr Lim, my former mathematics 
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teacher, became my fellow Teaching Assistant in the institute. When Mr Lip 
studied at the institute, he was very pleased to find me there ready to help 
him with his Japanese. My contact with teachers from Chinese, Malay and 
Tamil schools showed me some cultural differences between the English- 
educated and those educated in other language media. 

Even more important was the development of a happy relationship with 
the Malays. For example, among those working together as Teaching Assis- 
tants in the institute was Hamdan, who was later known at the height of his 
career as Tun Dato’ Seri (Dr) Haji Llamdan Sheik Tahir . 12 fie served as 
Director of Education of Malaysia and Vice-Chancellor of the University of 
Science of Malaysia in Penang before he became the Plead of State of Penang 
(Yang Dipertua Negeri Pulau Pinang), known at one time as Governor. I 
became his houseguest at Seri Mutiara, the Residency of the Head of State 
whenever I visited Penang during his term of office. Our friendship has been 
so close that we regard each other as brothers. His spouse Toh Puan Siti 
Zainab, still refer to me as Mr Ho, because I once taught her Japanese. 
Another friend, Tan Sri Raja Mohar bin Raja Badiozaman, later became 
Director-General of Federal Treasury and served as financial advisor to the 
Prime Minister. He was Chairman of the Malaysian Airways System (MAS), 
while I was Chairman of the School of Modern Asian Studies (MAS) at 
Griffith University in Australia. He offered free travel in first class on his 
airline to Malaysian scholars invited by me to visit Australian universities for 
the promotion of mutual understanding between scholars from Malaysia and 
Australia. 

At the Administration Department I came to know many Malay civil 
servants, including District Officers and Malay Officers, as they needed my 
help to communicate with Japanese officials. Among the civil servants I 
came to know were Mustapha Albakri, who later served as State Secretary to 
Perak and Commissioner of Election. He was Chairman of the University of 
Malaya Council when I was the Dean of Arts at the same university in 

u Tun and Dato’ Seri are both Malaysian civil titles. Tun is the highest title awarded 
by the Head of State of Malaysia. There is also the tile Tan Sri, something like a 
knighthood that comes after Tun. Hamdan prefers to indicate his honorary doctoral 
degrees within brackets. 
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1968. 13 I remember both of us once attended a sub-committee meeting 
chaired by the Vice-Chancellor. There was only one other member at the 
meeting and he was the Dean of Science, who also happened to come from 
Ipoh. The Vice-Chancellor, Dr James Griffiths, was a Fellow of Magdalen 
College, Oxford. Mustapha Albakri revealed to Dr Griffiths that all the three 
members attending his meeting were from Ipoh. Dr Griffiths, with his sense 
of humour, started the procedure with the remark, “I surrender”. Bahaman 
bin Samsudin, who was then a District Officer transferred to the Adminis- 
tration Department under suspicion by the Japanese for helping the British 
Force 136, gave me advice on two things in life — never ride on a motor- 
cycle and try to avoid becoming a schoolmaster. The reason for keeping 
away from motorcycles is risk. Fie said that a schoolmaster usually did not 
have many friends after acquiring the habit of talking down to school chil- 
dren and often unconsciously adopted the same stance towards others. I 
took his first advice to the letter, but interpreted the second as an advice of 
never to adopt the stance of a teacher outside the classroom. Bahaman later 
became the Minister of Flealth and a member of the University of Malaya 
Council when I was H cad of the Department of Chinese at that university. 
Dato Osman bin Talib, another District Officer I knew, later became the 
State Secretary of Perak and later Chairman of the National Electricity 
Board. 

Sultan Abdul Aziz of Perak also called for my assistance, not only to act 
as interpreter for him when he spoke to the Japanese Governor, but also to 
help the British army take things over from the Japanese military after its 
surrender. The unit I helped belonged to the Berkshire Yeomanry. I once 
had lunch with Sultan Aziz at his palace in Kuala Kangsar. I was also asked 
to join him as his interpreter during one of his visits to Grik in Upper Perak. 
His successor was Sultan Yusof Izzudin Shah, who often referred to me as his 
young friend, although I was actually his subject. In those days people born 
in the Straits Settlements, like Singapore and Penang, were British subjects 
and those born in the Malay States, such as Perak, were subjects of the 

13 1 was confused by the change of street names in Ipoh during my visit in 2001. I 
felt somewhat relieved when I noticed a street nearby my former home was renamed 
after him. 
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Sultans and only had the status of British Protected Persons in their passports. 
Once, I happened to be travelling in the same train as Sultan Yusof from 
Singapore to Kuala Lumpur and he invited me to the royal coach to join 
him for lunch. In October 1949 at the University of Malaya Foundation 
Day ceremony held in Singapore, he introduced me as a friend of his to the 
Sultan of Pahang and told me that the Sultan was a relative of his by 
marriage. 

I was also very lucky with the Japanese I came in contact with. They were 
quite different from those in the military. Those who came to serve in the 
Japanese Language Teachers Training Institute were teachers in Japan and 
they developed friendly relations with many local people that lasted long 
after the war. Towards the end of 1943 Saburo Kodera AT succeeded 
Hiroshi Suguro in the institute as well as in the Education Department 
when the latter gained promotion to work in Singapore as Education Chief 
of the whole of Malaya. Kodera was a graduate in English Literature from 
Tokyo University. His mannerism and fluency in English made some of my 
fellow Teaching Assistants regard him as an English gentleman. He sent his 
Japanese colleagues to serve all over the State of Perak and advised them not 
to carry their swords along with them, in order to show that they were men 
of peace. None of them came under attack by anti-Japanese resistance forces 
hiding in the jungle, while other Japanese continued to suffer casualties. 
There was some suspicion that he had made some sort of deal privately with 
the resistance forces, but no evidence emerged. All that was done to him was 
to make him live with the Governor in his Residence to keep him away from 
mischief. Officially he acted as the Governor’s interpreter, while keeping his 
post as Education Chief. When the Japanese surrendered he played an im- 
portant role acting as interpreter for both sides until he was finally repatri- 
ated to Japan. He married into the Aisawa family of Okayama, a family of 
politicians and proprietor of a large construction firm that built many roads 
and bridges in the Kansai and Chugoku area, including part of the bridge 
connecting Shigoku Island to the mainland. He himself had once contested 
a seat in parliament, but was unsuccessful. I think his gentle manner ac- 
quired from being a former English teacher in a women college was not 
suitable for him to become a politician. He then became a senior executive 
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officer in the Aisawa Construction Company and a member in its Board of 
Directors. His brother-in-laws and his nephews carried on the family tradi- 
tion in parliament. He was always very busy during election periods when 
he had to join the Aisawa family members to render a helping hand to their 
candidates. 

When I was teaching in school, I met with an accident while playing 
volleyball with the students. I stepped on a pile of sand just behind the 
court and fell with a dislocated left elbow. It was not properly fixed and I 
was left to live with an elbow that could not be fully bent. I have never 
spoken about this accident outside my family. My fingers could no longer 
reach the full extent of the violin fingers board, and I had to give up 
learning to play that musical instrument altogether. However, this accident 
saved me from the trouble of having to make a hard decision at a later stage. 


From College to University 

The Raffles College and the King Edward VII College of Medicine announced 
their reopening and called for applications for new admissions. I applied for 
a government scholarship to enter Raffles College, again with Dr Wu Lien- 
teh as one of my two referees. I had become better acquainted with Dr Wu 
by then. Our first meeting in 1941 was through his younger brother Ng 
Tuck Onn whose son Cheong Fok JxTS attended evening class at 

my fathers school to learn Chinese. I met Dr Wu on several occasions during 
the war years and after the war both of his two sons, Chang-sheng 
(Fred) and Chang-yuan (John) were in my class when I was teaching 
in my alma mater. I was only four years older than Fred and had played 
badminton together with both Fred and John during after school hours. 
Fred later took law in Emmanuel College, Cambridge and became a 
prominent barrister in Singapore specialising in insurance, construction and 
arbitration laws. Dr Wu introduced his eldest daughter personally to me, 
saying, “Meet Betty, my daughter.” Betty, better known in Chinese by her 
name Yu-lin VJA, made a great contribution to Singapore and the ASEAN 
countries in education by serving as the first Director of the Regional English 
Fanguage Centre in Singapore. 
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My second attempt to join Raffles College had better luck. I gained 
admission to the College with an award of a government scholarship. I 
heard that a list arranging the candidates in order of merit strictly according 
to the Cambridge Senior School Certificate examination results of 1940 and 
1941 was in the hands of both colleges and that I could have obtained a 
scholarship to take medicine had I applied. I did not regret my choice, not 
because of preference of science to medicine, but because my parents needed 
my financial support. Three years in science were long enough for them to 
wait. In those days medicine was the first choice for students in Southeast Asia 
undertaking higher education. The second choice was law. To the English 
educated monetary reward and independence were the common consider- 
ations for the choice. Traditional Chinese shared the same view with the 
English educated regarding medicine, and educated Chinese would refer to 
an old saying that if one does not become a good prime minister one should 
become a good doctor — bu wei liang xiang ze wei liangyi T'iXl 
ill! — regarding medicine as a noble profession. 14 However, traditional 
Chinese did not accord the same esteem to law, believing that lawyers would 
help wrong-doers escape justice and influence the court to pass wrong 
judgement in civil and criminal proceedings. 15 In any case taking up law was 
not within my reach and was not in my mind either. I selected to study 
science from two choices available to me, the other being the humanities. 

Friends in need are friends indeed. My scholarship would cover only 
college tuition and boarding fees, with hardly anything left for buying books 
and pocket money. Having deprived my parents of income derived from my 
school salary, I could not depend on them for assistance in this matter. 
Fortunately along came two saviours. Dr Wu Lien-teh and Mr Lip Seng 
Onn both asked me to write to them when I needed money. As my intention 
was only to borrow, I thought that Dr Wu would insist that his money was 

14 Four of my five children took up medicine as their career. My son is Professor of 
Surgery at James Cook University, Queensland. Only one daughter followed my 
career in science to become a specialist in aerospace dynamics. 

15 Uncle Qixun told me that he had never lost a single case when he was practising 
law in Canton, but quickly added that he only accepted civil cases, perhaps to 
mitigate my opinion of lawyers, as he was only taking on the lesser of the two evils. 



1 - Early Years and Parentage 


a gift and not a loan. Mr Lip did not say whether it would be a loan or a 
gift, but it would be much easier to talk to him over the matter than to talk 
to Dr Wu. Altogether I had borrowed from Mr Lip a sum of $ 1 60 throughout 
my three years in college. I returned the full sum to him immediately after I 
got my salary from teaching in my alma mater upon graduation. I earned 
some pocket money by given private tuition during my college vacations, 
but sometimes it was gratis when I helped Mr Lip’s eldest daughter Mary 
Michael to learn mathematics. 

On hearing of my admission to Raffles College, Kok Ah Loy % 'll 7 . M 
from another school in Ipoh came to see me. He said that he was studying 
science at Raffles College before the war, but because he wasted too much time 
on his violin that he failed his examinations. I appreciated the friendship 
and frankness of this friend, who later proved that his failure in college was 
not due to lack of ability by obtaining a B.A. (Special) degree from London 
University as an external candidate. My fall resulting from playing volleyball 
had already made my decision for me. Nevertheless I took heed of his words, 
not allowing myself to digress during my college career. Knowing how good 
a student he was in school, I had to be very careful to avoid what happened 
to my friend. 

In October 1946 I entered Raffles College as the holder of a Malayan 
Union Scholarship and a First Year science student. I had to take four subjects, 
namely, Pure Mathematics, Applied Mathematics, Chemistry and Physics. In 
my Second Year my scholarship changed its name to Federal Scholarship 
following rapid political changes in the country. Second Year students had to 
drop one of the four subjects that they took in the First Year. It was a difficult 
choice for me. My decision to drop Chemistry was based on the fact that no 
professor was appointed yet for that subject. A new professor was appointed 
for Chemistry only when I was midway through the Second Year, but by then 
it was too late for me to think about Chemistry. Remembering a saying 
among schoolmasters who received their education in China, du liao shu li 
hua, keyi zoupian tianxia iij T i Rl — having learned (one 

of the subjects of) mathematics, physics and chemistry, one can go any- 
where in the country (and find employment) — I thought that any of these 
three subjects would be good for me. 
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I was elected table tennis captain in the Students Athletic Committee and 
Auditor of the Students Union. A notable event was Dr Wu Lien-teh’s visit 
to Singapore to give a talk at the invitation of the science students’ body, the 
Physical and Chemical Society. Attending his talk was the grand old man of 
Singapore Dr Lim Boon Keng 'Q filf- Both Dr Wu and Dr Lim were 
Queen’s Scholars during their times in the 19th century and they married two 
Wong sisters. Dr Lim obtained his medical degree at the University of 
Edinburgh and Dr Wu in Cambridge. 16 Dr Lim had served as the Founda- 
tion President of Amoy University. He was then approaching his 80th year 
and everybody was amazed to see him walking up the stairs unaided. Dr Wu 
introduced me to him, and that was the first and only occasion that I met this 
grand old man of Singapore. 

I organised a science display at Raffles College together with my fellow 
students and attracted good attendance from the public. During my Third 
Year I repeated the function with full encouragement from the teaching staff. 
The name of the event was changed to Science Exhibition. While organising 
the exhibition I came into contact with a number of industrialists in 
Singapore. From them I heard about the shortage of science graduates in 
their employment. I gave a talk on Einstein’s Theory of Special Relativity on 
behalf of the Physical and Chemical Society. In sports I was elected table 
tennis captain for a second year and also won the Oppenheim Shield as the 
College Chess Champion of the year. Meanwhile Professor Alexander 
Oppenheim gave tuition to Thong Saw Pak and me at his office on 

homogeneous geometry, a topic beyond my Third Year mathematics syllabus. 

I thought that my academic career would end after gaining my Raffles 
College Diploma in 1949 and that I would be looking for a job either in a 
school or in the private sector in Singapore. I expected that my alma mater 
would have a place for me and I also heard through my contact with the 


16 An early reference was given by Song Ong Siang in 1922 in his One Hundred Years’ 
History of the Chinese in Singapore (reprinted 1967, University of Malaya Press, Kuala 
Lumpur and Singapore). Song was another Queen’s Scholar, but he took up law in 
Cambridge. Lim and Song were prominent Chinese in Singapore some two gen- 
erations before my time. 
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private sectors in Singapore during my organisation of the science exhibition 
in the College that there were a number of vacancies for science graduates in 
the industry. But the University of Malaya was to be founded that year and 
Professor Norman Alexander approached me before I left the College and 
asked whether I would like to become a Physics Honours student in the new 
university. I was only too delighted to accept his offer, and that was the main 
reason why I took up Physics. 

The name of the University of Malaya requires clarification because of 
its occurrence in different places and times. The word “Malaya” was a geo- 
graphical name that included the Federated and non-Federated Malay States 
together with the Straits Settlements before the Second World War. Singapore, 
being the seat of the British Governor, was the most important member of 
the Straits Settlements as well as of Malaya. It was natural for the highest 
seat of learning of the country to be situated there. After the war Singapore 
obtained self-rule, while the rest of Malaya did likewise under the name 
“Federation of Malaya”. They were not yet independent entities and 
geographically they were still known together as Malaya. 17 It was quite 
appropriate to choose the name University of Malaya when Raffles College 
amalgamated with the King Edward VII College of Medicine in 1949 to 
form a new university. Nearly a decade later, the Federation of Malaya 
decided to have the seat of higher learning in its capital, Kuala Lumpur. The 
University of Malaya split into two divisions, one known as the University 
of Malaya in Singapore at its original campus and the other as University of 
Malaya in Kuala Lumpur, situated in Pantai Valley between Kuala Lumpur 
and its satellite town Petaling Jaya. Each division had its own Principal, but 
they shared a common Vice-Chancellor. Some members of the teaching staff 
from Singapore were transferred to Kuala Lumpur. Eventually the two divi- 
sions decided to become totally independent and have their own Vice- 


17 In 1962 I went to a post office in New York to send a registered letter to Singapore. 
I was asked where Singapore was. Upon supplying the longitude and latitude of 
Singapore, the postal clerk said that he only wanted to know which country Singapore 
was in. He then looked up a book and showed me that the postal location of 
Singapore came under the country called “Malaya”. 
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Chancellors. In 1962 the Kuala Lumpur division retained the name 
University of Malaya, while that in Singapore became the University of 
Singapore. The next year, the Federation of Malaya and Singapore together 
with Sarawak and former British North Borneo, now known as Sabah, formed 
an independent country known as Malaysia. Singapore separated from Ma- 
laysia to become an independent country in 1966. In the early 1970s the 
University of Singapore merged with the Nanyang University to become the 
National University of Singapore. 

Coming back to the time I left college, I belonged to the last batch of 
graduates produced by Raffles College. In a way, together with my fellow 
graduates we had lost four or five precious years due to the war and entered 
college at an age when a pre-war student would have already graduated. On 
the other hand we felt ourselves more mature. The same applied to the next 
few batches of college and university student intakes after us. These few 
batches of graduates came at the right time though. As a result of 
independence, many graduates filled up the vacuum created by expatriate 
civil servants leaving the country. Even foreign establishments in the private 
sector sought after local graduates. That was quite different from the pre-war 
days when most of the Raffles College graduates became schoolmasters. Hence 
among my contemporaries in college I could count a future king (Yang Di 
Pertuan Agong) of Malaysia and future cabinet ministers, senior civil servants, 
academics and industrialists besides schoolmasters. Meanwhile the King 
Edward VII College of Medicine produced not only doctors and dental 
surgeons but also politicians, one of them later became Prime Minister of 
Malaysia. These early batches of graduates were indeed given a good start in 
life and few of them ever encountered the ordeal of unemployment. I con- 
sidered that we were extremely fortunate when I reflected on the plight of 
university graduates in pre-war China who interpreted graduation 
as unemployment — biye jiushi shiye ilk lift ilk. We were at the 

right place at the right time. 

I returned to Ipoh to teach in St. Michael’s Institution as a temporary 
science teacher for three months. The school was hoping that I would return 
to teach there after I obtained my Honours Degree. It was in need of science 
graduate teachers. Graduates and undergraduates of the two Singapore 
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colleges organised a dance to raise funds for the University of Malaya 
Endowment Fund. I was elected Chairman of the fundraising committee. 
We invited the most important dignitaries in the State of Perak, including 
the Sultan of Perak, the British Advisor, the Mentri Besar (State Chief 
Minister) and the Consul of the Republic of China (Ma Tien-ying 
to be Patrons. I went with my committee members to every house in town 
to sell tickets. The dance was held at the Jubilee and the Celestial Cabarets, 
the only two dance halls in Ipoh in those days. Our Patrons also showed up. 
I was sitting next to Sultan Yusof and I noticed the smile on his face. The 
sum of money we raised reached five digits, which was a record for similar 
efforts made by graduates and undergraduates in other parts of the country. 
Figure 2 reproduces the list of committee members as shown in the original 
fundraising programme. 

I returned to Singapore in October 1949 to enrol myself as an Flonours 
student. The university made arrangements to have my Federal Scholarship 
extended for another year. Professor Alexander gave me a part-time job as a 
student demonstrator in the laboratory classes. There was no longer any 
need for me to borrow money to supplement my scholarship. After I gained 


Members of the Varsity Dance Committee. 

Chairman : Mr. llo Peng Yoke (Radies College, Faculty of Science). 

Secretary: Miss Lam Lai Cheng ( Hallies College, Faculty of Science). 

Treasurer : Mr. Ong Cheng Horn' (College of Medicine). 

Miss Lam Ah Ngnn (Radies College, Faculty of Science). 

Miss Hetty \Yu (Radies College, Faculty of Arts). 

Mr. Yen Poll Loke (College of Medicine). 

Mr. Ng Mann Ixike (College of Medicine). 

Miss Yolan Khong (College of Medicine). 

This Varsity Dance is the first of its kind whereby the students of Radies 
College and College of Medicine have synchronized their efforts in an all-out 
attempt to swell the University of Malaya Endowment Fund. 


Figure 2 Committee members of the Varsity Dance, 1949 
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First Class Honours in my degree examination, Professor Alexander asked 
whether I would like to become a Demonstrator in Physics and do a Master 
Degree at the same time. I jumped at the offer, with the hope that I could 
make physics my career. At that time those who obtained a First Class 
Flonours Degree were usually successful when they applied for the Queen’s 
Scholarship to further their studies in Britain. My circumstances would not 
permit me to take that into consideration, thus Professor Alexander’s offer 
gave me the best I could wish for. 

In those days there were not many students doing science and the 
passing rate of yearly and final examinations was usually no better than 50 
percent. In my time there were about 20 students in the second year and 
about 10 in the third and final year taking physics as a subject. Student 
numbers for mathematics were slightly larger, because they included stu- 
dents from the Faculty of Arts. There were then only two professors in the 
whole Faculty of Science, namely Professor Alexander of the Department of 
Physics and Professor Oppenheim of the Department of Mathematics. I 
think that several things I did during my student days must have drawn the 
attention of my two professors. The science display and the science exhibi- 
tion at the College received much support from the teaching staff and 
attracted some publicity in the local newspapers. Both the two professors came 
to my talk on the Theory of Special Relativity organised by the Physical and 
Chemical Society. Professor Oppenheim gave me extra-curricular tuition, 
while Professor Alexander took me out for fieldwork to assist his wife, Dr 
Elizabeth Alexander to do a geo-potential survey of Singapore. It was Dr 
Elizabeth Alexander who received, as Secretary to the University of Malaya, 
the cheque for the University Endowment Fund that I sent from Ipoh. 
Professor Oppenheim personally handed over to me the Oppenheim Shield 
that I won in 1949 as the Raffles College Chess Champion. My choice of 
physics was just by chance. I had more opportunity to see Professor Alexander 
in the physics laboratory than Professor Oppenheim at the Department of 
Mathematics. Had Professor Oppenheim approached me before Professor 
Alexander, I would have given him the same answer to go for mathematics. 
However, Professor Oppenheim later became the person who played the most 
crucial role in changing my career. 
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I learned a lesson about bureaucracy from the experience of fundraising 
for the university. My committee was so happy over what it had achieved 
that it would like its donation to be placed as a single entry on record. I 
wrote to Dr Elizabeth Alexander and she agreed with my proposal. She was 
then doing the job of a university registrar, but a Registrar was not yet 
appointed pending the official foundation of the university. She was a bril- 
liant student in Cambridge and held a doctoral degree in geology. However, 
someone else was appointed Registrar instead. She must have been quite 
disappointed, and this was probably one of the reasons why Professor 
Alexander left Singapore a few years later. I went to see the new Registrar 
when I noticed our Ipoh donation missing in the official list of donors. He 
said for the sake of tidying things up he had lumped the donations from Ipoh 
together with donations from other graduates and undergraduates. I thought 
that it would be indiscreet to invoke the consent given by Dr Elizabeth 
Alexander, an unsuccessful contender for the post he held. He might have 
taken action deliberately to tidy up things that were handed over to him. I 
learned from this episode that, whatever hard work we put in to raise funds 
could be effortlessly disposed of by a stroke of the pen in the hand of the 
bureaucrat. It would be futile and counter productive to pick a quarrel with 
him on this score. I did not dispute his right, but I thought that his action 
did not help to rekindle any enthusiasm in me to repeat a similar perfor- 
mance that was done only voluntarily and not out of duty. 18 

In 1950 I became Demonstrator in Physics and earned a Shell Research 
Fellowship for two years to enable me to do a Master Degree. The word 
“demonstrator” acquired a new meaning in the next decade, but even then it 
took on more than a single meaning. One late afternoon a friend took me 
by car to fetch another friend to go for a game of tennis. On arrival at his home 


18 1 did not bear any grudge against this Registrar, who happened to be an expatriate 
recruited from Britain. A few years later a local girl married to an expatriate Lecturer 
in another Faculty attempted to occupy the garage that belonged to my university 
quarters. Instead of confronting her or her husband, both of whom 1 knew, I 
informed this Registrar about the matter. Without even asking me further questions 
he picked up the telephone and settled the issue once and for all. 
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a sister of this friend opened the door to let us in. My friend introduced me 
to her saying, “This is Mr Ho, Demonstrator in Physics at the university.” 
She cast her eyes at me from head to foot and said with a smile, “You don’t 
look like one.” I thought that for physics she heard physique — I was then 
weighing only 52 kilograms. At the early stage of the Physics Department at 
the University of Malaya, research was focussed in local atmospheric problems. 
Professor Alexander was helping his wife, Dr Elizabeth Alexander in her 
geological research of Singapore using the electric potential method. There 
was a small team of two persons from the D.S.I.R. in Slough conducting 
measurement on the ionosphere. All the others worked on different aspects 
of the atmosphere, with Mr Charles Webb as the most senior member. I 
worked with Mr Webb and completed my Master thesis on indoor air move- 
ment within one year. In 1951, I was awarded the Degree of Master of 
Science and my Shell Research Fellowship terminated with the completion 
of my research project. 



Career as a Physicist 


I n 1951 I was appointed Assistant Lecturer in Physics. I began to do research 
towards a Ph.D. degree. My first publication appeared the next year in an 
engineering journal in England. 19 It related human comfort with temperature, 
humidity and air velocity in terms of a mathematical expression. The nu- 
merical values it gave for the three comfort factors were sometimes referred 
to as the Ho coefficients. However, I soon became uncomfortable with both 
the comfort factors and the method of research itself. The feeling of comfort 
is rather subjective, not only does it vary from person to person, it also 
depends on other factors beyond the three that can be measured, human 
emotion for example. In this sort of research the degree of human comfort 
was expressed in numbers. I began to wonder whether it was strictly correct 
to make mathematical calculations involving numbers that could not be 
measured scientifically. I had to make the apparatus myself for measuring air 
movement. I was worried that there was no way to check the accuracy of my 
work. Once the wind blew over it could not be repeated for me to verify my 
result. In other words, I had lost direction in my research. In 1952 I was 
selected for the summer school program at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology to participate in the measuring of cloud particles. Everything 
was already worked out by the American agency in Singapore, what I was 
waiting for was the result of my application for a Fulbright Travel Grant 


19 Ho, P.Y. (1952), “Correlation of Equatorial Climatic Factors with Comfort”, 
Journal of the Institute of Heating and Ventilating Engineers , 204:196-197. 
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submitted through Singapore. Months later I got the news that Singapore 
would not forward my application because I was not born there. It was 
already too late to ask Kuala Lumpur to forward my application for me, and 
so I wrote to decline the offer from the MIT. I might have found a new 
direction had I attended the summer school, but on hindsight I doubt that 
counting cloud particles would offer me much scope in my future research. 
Shortly afterwards Professor Norman Alexander resigned from the university 
to take up appointment as Vice-Chancellor in a university in Nigeria. I was 
left working alone without guidance. Fortunately, in my desperation some- 
thing else emerged to alter the course of my research quite radically. 


First Contact with Joseph Needham 

In 1951 the University of Malaya established a Department of Chinese 
Literature and built up a collection of Chinese books in the University 
Library. Among the books I found a few on the history of Chinese 
mathematics and began to read them. It happened that Mathematics De- 
partment approached me to give a talk. Thinking that the only thing new to 
my colleagues in the Mathematics Department that I could talk about was 
Chinese mathematics, I showed them the Chinese method of solving cubic 
equations and higher degree numerical equations known in China several 
centuries before the time of Horner and Ruffini. Professor Oppenheim was 
among the audience and I could notice his smiling face. It was he who 
taught me Horner’s method in my Third Year in Raffles College, and one of 
the questions in the Final Year Examination was on Horner’s method. I also 
gave a public talk on some aspects of Chinese science at the university that 
had attracted the attention of the Straits Times. 

In 1953 I turned to Professor Oppenheim for advice. He was then Dean 
of the Faculty of Arts and the Dean of Science was Professor R. A. Robinson. 
In the words of Dr Rayson Huang dt [fj jT : 

The two were great friends and were among the very few on the 

professoriate who enjoyed international repute as scholars. Both 
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held DSc. degrees from leading universities in Britain, and these 
were rarities in Malaya in those days . 20 

Professor Oppenheim was also a close friend of Mr Charles Webb, who was 
Senior Lecturer in the Physics Department and was appointed Departmental 
Head after the departure of Professor Alexander. They were colleagues before 
the war and both were taken to Thailand as prisoners-of-war and it was 
while in detention that Professor Oppenheim wrote a research paper on the 
theory of numbers. Hence I expected that my action of crossing faculties 
and departments to seek help would not encounter too many diplomatic 
and administrative problems. 

Professor Oppenheim was very sympathetic with my position and 
suggested to me to consider changing my field of research to history of 
Chinese science. I asked if he would be my supervisor. He readily agreed 
with the proviso that he could find an external expert on history of Chinese 
science to be my advisor. Without delay he started looking for an external 
expert. He found two names. The Acting Head of the Department of Chi- 
nese Literature, Mr Ho Kuang-chung , was about to leave for Japan 

to purchase books for the Chinese collection in the University Library. 
Oppenheim asked him to find out some names of Japanese experts on the 
history of Chinese science. He came back to report that he heard about 
Professor Kiyosi Yabuuti Ml lAl iVi of Kyoto University, and Professor 
Oppenheim asked Mr Ho to write to find out more. There was no further 
development in this matter. However, Dr Rayson Huang came along with the 
name of Dr Joseph Needham of Cambridge University, mentioning the 
Science and Civilisation in China project and adding that he made Needham’s 
acquaintance during the war in Chongqing, Sichuan province. Oppenheim 
asked Rayson Huang to write to Cambridge and got a reply from Needham 
saying that he would be glad to correspond directly with me. The two names 
given to Oppenheim were indeed those of leading scholars in the world on 


20 See Rayson Huang (2000), A Lifetime in Academia (Hongkong University Press, 
Hong Kong) 64. 



Reminiscence of a Roving Scholar 


the subject in the 20th century. It would make things easier when commu- 
nication was established with only one of them and that turned out to be 
Cambridge, which Oppenheim would have preferred. 21 

I asked Needham whether I could produce a full translation and study 
of the work of a 13th-century Chinese mathematician for my doctoral 
thesis. 22 He replied saying that the topic was unsuitable for him, because he 
had already completed the mathematics section for volume 3 of his Science 
and Civilisation in China and that what he needed to refer to for the 
astronomy section that he was then writing was a full translation and 
annotation of one of the Astronomical Chapters in one of the earlier Chinese 
Dynastic Histories. He suggested to me three choices: namely, a full translation 
of the Astronomical Chapters in either the Jinshu (History of the Jin 
Dynasty) or the Suishu (History of the Sui Dynasty), or a full-scale 
study of the scientific contributions of the 8th-century monk, Yixing Jf. 
He would then make use of the draft I send him for his own book and at the 
same time add his comments and suggestions so that I could use them for 
my thesis. I selected the Jinshu and at the same time incorporated material 
from the Suishu in the annotations, because the Astronomical Chapters in both 
were written by the celebrated early Tang astronomer and astrologer, Li 
Chunfeng 

Thus in 1953 I became Oppenheim’s one and only Ph.D. student as well 
as one of the early collaborators in Needham’s Science and Civilisation in 
China series, while Needham became my advisor for my Ph.D. thesis. 
Although Oppenheim did not know any Chinese and neither was he an 
astronomer nor a historian of astronomy, he made an excellent supervisor. 
He showed me the unwritten basic rules of writing a thesis and went over 
every sentence in my draft. He asked questions, suggested what should be 
further explored and what might be skipped over. This experience later led 


21 1 later came to know Yabuuti and enjoyed his friendship for 40 years from 1959 
to 1999, which was a year before he died. He had never mentioned any letter 
concerning me before we first met and neither did I ask him. 

1 2 In the 1 960s a Belgian scholar worked on this topic for his doctoral degree. See 
Ulrich Libbrecht (1973), Chinese Mathematics in the Thirteenth Century (Cambridge, 
Mass.). 
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me to supervise a few Ph.D. candidates working on areas entirely outside my 
own. For example, I was obliged to supervise a native Japanese tutor in 
another Australian university to write a Ph.D. thesis on ancient Japanese 
history. Of course this sort of venture should not be attempted under nor- 
mal conditions. It does not always work, unless the candidate is highly 
motivated and is capable of working independently, and as for the supervi- 
sor it is not recommended unless circumstances demand it. 

I started working on my thesis as soon as I made my choice, getting 
Oppenheim to go through my drafts with me each time before I sent them to 
Cambridge. By 1954 my supervisor and my advisor were able to report to the 
university that I had made substantial progress towards my Ph.D. thesis. As a 
result I was appointed Lecturer in Physics. At last I felt some sense of security 
by having obtained a tenured employment. It was a great relief to me, as I had 
been struggling quietly to support my parents. In a way 1954 was another 
starting point in life for me. That year I went to Hong Kong with the university 
students athletic team for the inter-university games and met my future spouse 
Lucy Fung (Fung Mei Yiu JSr^fSr), the third daughter of Mr Fung Kean Yu 
/' a prominent businessman in Hong Kong during the second quarter 
of the 20th century and the chief assistant of his uncle Mr Fung Ping Shan 'i‘-j 
-T'lll, who made major donations to the University of Hong Kong in the 
1930s. In 1955 we were married in Singapore. In 1956 she gave us a son Yik 
Hong That year I was elected Associate of the Institute of Physics, 

London. In 1957 Lucy gave birth to a pair of twin daughters Sook KenglMhS 
and Sook Ying MM. Meanwhile I carried on writing my thesis and by early 
1957 I finally submitted three copies of my thesis to the university. That year 
I also published a joint paper with Needham and Arthur Beer, a Cambridge 
astronomer concerning the comet. 23 Meanwhile at the Physics Department 
Mr Webb had tendered his resignation and Mr Louis Hon Yung Sen 
was appointed Acting Head. 

Needham was one of my two external examiners. The other external 
examiner was Professor Willy Hartner, the leading authority on history of 


23 See Ho Ping-yii, Arthur Beer and Joseph Needham (1957), “Spiked Comets in 
Ancient China”, The Observatory, 77:137-138. 
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Asian astronomy in Europe. It was Needham who suggested his name to 
Oppenheim. Oppenheim corresponded with both of them about my thesis 
and had probably mentioned to them that I would be due for my study 
leave very shortly. Needham expressed his wish to have me in Cambridge as 
a collaborator of his Science and Civilisation in China project and Willy 
Hartner said that I would be most welcomed to work with him in Frankfurt. 
When I spoke to Oppenheim about my study leave, he told me about his 
communications with both Cambridge and Frankfurt and recommended me 
to go to Cambridge to gain some experience and warned me that from the 
tone of Hartner’s letters he could sense an intention to keep me in Frankfurt. 
His words are, “Willy Hartner said that he would welcome you in Frankfurt. 
Visit him by all means, but do not let him keep you.” Hartner was then 
Rector of a German institute of higher learning and would have resources at 
his disposal to offer me a job. Oppenheim was a great chess player and must 
have anticipated Needham’s next move. But seeing that the move would be 
non-consequential he saw no necessity to warn me. The university granted 
me two years’ study leave to go to Cambridge, one year being earned leave and 
the other being leave taken in advance, so that I was made legally bound to 
return to the university to serve another six years. This subtle move would 
foil any attempt by any outsider to take me on its payroll unless it was 
prepared to compensate my home university to the tune of a full year salary 
and allowances that I received during my leave. 

The University of Malaya regarded the purpose of my leave as an 
opportunity for me to learn Needham’s method of research and to gain some 
experience in Cambridge. Rayson Huang suggested that I should pay atten- 
tion to Needham’s unique filing system, while adding that certainly my going 
to Cambridge was not to learn Chinese from him. The Registrar, Hugh Fewis 
gave me a friendly warning saying, “Be careful! Needham is pink.” To be fair 
to him, Needham had never tried to influence me politically, and many years 
later he even wrote to me saying that I was not a political animal like him. 
There was only a solitary incident, when he warned me about a certain visi- 
tor from America for being a suspected member of the Central Intelligence 
Agency. This visitor came to Needham’s office in Caius College asking me for 
information concerning Chinese astronomical records. To me that was some- 
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thing quite normal and I was happy to assist him, especially when I thought 
that he was a friend of Needham’s. After he left Needham told me that this 
gentleman often made trips to Soviet Russia and what was known about him 
was only his stated interest in astronomy, but not his employment. He 
concluded that a person with the freedom and resources to visit Soviet Russia 
would be an agent of CIA. Whether he was a CIA agent or not did not 
bother me at all, as it was not my concern. He carried on corresponding with 
me even after I left Cambridge and we became friends. I met him later several 
times in America. I regarded this gentleman as any other academic friend; in 
any case I knew of no state secret or commercial secret to divulge to anyone 
— except of course ancient Chinese astronomical observations, which could 
sometimes be regarded as top state secret in the days of imperial China. In fact, 
he did not even ask me about Needham. Perhaps in those days Needham 
could be a little sensitive; he had told me that he was blacklisted for entry to 
the US . 24 Of course I did not mention this incident to this American friend, 
but I hope that he would be amused reading this ." 5 

Needham looked upon my leave as an agreement by my university to let 
me collaborate with him in his Science and Civilisation in China project and 
regarded my participation as a lifelong commitment. He tried to talk me out 
of physics by telling me that, in spite of my talent and capability, there was 
no hope for me to become a great physicist so long as I worked in isolation 
in Singapore, without ample research facilities and away from the main- 
stream of researchers. A few days before I was to leave Cambridge he took 
me out for afternoon tea at the Copper Kettle on King’s Parade, across the 
road from Caius and facing King’s College, and showed me two announce- 
ments made by Caius College — one inviting applications for the W.M. 
Tapp Open Research Fellowship and the other for the Berkeley Bye-Fellow- 
ship — saying that these would be the sort of opportunities I could look for. 
Fortunately, I could provide him a prepared answer to the effect that I was 


24 This was lifted in the 1970s when Needham received an honorary doctoral degree 
from the University of Chicago. 

25 His name is withheld only as a matter of courtesy, not that any party would be 
hurt by this story. 
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legally bound to return to my home university, thanks to the anticipation of 
Oppenheim. As later events would show, it turned out to be a great advan- 
tage to both of us that Needham’s plan did not work out. 

First Visit to Cambridge 

I originally planned to be in Cambridge by September 1957. The decease of 
my father in June and the birth of my twin daughters, Sook Keng and Sook 
Ying in July the same year forced me to delay my journey to England until 
late November. Lucy and I had to leave our twin babies in the care of my 
mother in Ipoh after making arrangements to pay for the support for the three 
of them and a maid to help to look after our daughters. In November Lucy 
and I left Singapore together with our one-and-a-half year old son for 
Southampton by the MS Hannover. We arrived on the 3rd of January 1958 
and took a train to Cambridge, where we were met at the railway station by 
Needham. He fetched us in his blue Armstrong-Siddley convertible that was 
previously owned by the celebrated Sir Malcolm Campbell, who broke the 
300 miles per hour land speed barrier in 1935 and that of 140 miles per 
hour water speed in 1939. He put Lucy and my son in the front seat and used 
a dog chain to secure the door after closing it. My son cried, perhaps fearing 
that the driver was about to restrict his freedom of movement, for he had 
never been subjected to such treatment in my cars in Singapore. This incident 
seems trivial, but it served as our introduction to Dr Wang Ling I#. 
Needham explained to Lucy that the chain was installed because of Wang 
Ling and did not elaborate. After getting us checked in at the Garden House 
Hotel, he took us to 28 Owlstone Road, Newnham to meet Dr Lu Gwei-Djen 
(Tf fTC That was literally within a stone’s throw away from Needham’s at 
No. 1, Owlstone Road. Lu Gwei-Djen gave us her version of the chain in 
Needham’s car: 

That winter Joseph took Wang Ling in his car to Oxford. Wang 

Ling was dozing off with one hand playing with the door hatch. 

Joseph suddenly saw the left-hand-side door opened and Wang 

Ling vanished from sight. He was worried and drove back to 
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look for Wang Ling. He found the latter half-buried in a pile 
of snow with a hand waving at him to attract attention. Wang 
Ling was unhurt, but Joseph still worried about what had 
happened. The chain was installed as a precaution against similar 
accident. 

A few days later I met Wang Ling at Caius College. He gave me his personal 
version of the same incident and talked about Lu Gwei-Djen. His story about 
the incident is: 

Recently I nearly lost my life while travelling with Joseph in his 
car to Oxford. He was going there to give a talk and he was in a 
hurry. Suddenly the car negotiated a right curve and I was thrown 
out from my seat. Fortunately I landed on a pile of snow or else 
I would not live to tell the story. Joseph turned back to look for 
me and I got back in his car. 

It was pointless for me to make a judgement on the two versions, but I learned 
the important lesson that there could be more than one likely explanation to 
a particular event. Wang Ling was expressing his own feelings at the time of 
the accident; Lu Gwei-Djen tried to explain what led to the incident that made 
Needham worry, resulting in the installation of the dog chain in his car that 
made my son nervous. One need not make a judgement unless one has to, 
and in any case one should guard against making a hasty conclusion. Lu 
Gwei-Djen and Wang Ling telling me about each other at our first 
acquaintance served as a warning that I ought not to participate in compe- 
titions to gain Needham’s favour, which was something that I had never 
contemplated in any case. That was the first lesson that I learned about how 
to get along with Needham and his collaborators. 

Wang Ling was at that time making preparations to leave for Australia 
to take a teaching job in Canberra at the College of Advanced Education. 
He told me about his frustration in looking for an employment in England. 
He also said that it was not through Needham but through a friend in the 
Faculty of Oriental Studies at the university that he finally found a place in 
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Australia. The next time I saw Wang Ling was in I960 when he visited 
Singapore. 

Wang Ling was first spotted by Needham during a visit to the Institute 
of History and Philology of the Academia Sinica at Lizhuang 4Ui : . in Sichuan 
province in wartime China. Wang Ling, a graduate in history, was working 
as a research assistant in that institute. He was sent by Dr Fu Ssu-nien 
If, the Director of the institute, to go to Cambridge in 1947 to help in the 
Science and Civilisation in China project with a support of 500 pounds sterling 
a year from the institute. This financial arrangement did not last very long, 
as Fu Ssu-nien left the Chinese mainland two years later and re-established 
his institute in Taiwan. Needham told me that a part of his own salary from 
Cambridge University went to the support of Wang Ling. 26 Lu Gwei-Djen 
once told me that Needham had a soft spot for Wang Ling and that there 
were also two other Chinese friends that he was very fond of. One of them 
was Huang Hsing-tsung jiOX-zK, his first secretary in Chongqing during 
wartime China and the other was Cao Tianqin jSfAcIfc, the successor of 
Huang Hsing-tsung and once a Fellow of Caius College. Needham used to 
refer to Wang Ling fondly by his literary name Ching-ling while Wang 
Ling would use his talent in Chinese calligraphy and poetry to write in 
praise of Needham. To this talent of Wang Ling I must concede. In his later 
years Needham often referred to the names of Lu Gwei-Djen and Wang 
Ling as his two collaborators. 

In terms of the first person who joined Needham to work on the Science 
and Civilisation in China project, Wang Ling was the earliest collaborator. 
However, Needham received the inspiration to embark on the project from 
Lu Gwei-Djen and she gave up her work in Paris with UNESCO to join 
him in 1956, when Wang Ling left (not Cambridge but Needham’s office at 


26 Wang Ling left Cambridge a couple of weeks after I first met him there in January 
1958. Needham had a whole series of correspondence with the Chinese Academy 
of Science in Beijing (then still retaining the name Academia Sinica) about the 
continuation of payment to Wang Ling from China. He was trying his best not to 
let Wang Ling go. The archives in Cambridge and in the Chinese Academy of 
Science would tell further on this issue. 
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Caius College) and accompanied him throughout the rest of her life. In this 
respect she was the primary collaborator of Needham. There was a third 
collaborator, whom I met in Singapore a couple of years before I first went 
to Cambridge. He was Kenneth Robinson, who contributed the acoustic 
section in volume 4, part 1 of Science and Civilisation in China. Robinson was 
then with the Department of Education in Singapore as Head of the Chinese 
Teachers Training College at Patterson Road. He rejoined Needham in the 
year 1980 and helped him to mediate between collaborators as well as in the 
actual writing of the most important parts in volume 7 of Science and 
Civilisation in China. 

Needham promised to find us a flat to rent in Cambridge before our 
arrival, but added that we ought to look at the place before making a decision. 
Provisionally he booked for us one-and-a-half room at the Garden House 
Hotel. However, we were kept waiting for a place to rent. After staying in 
that hotel for ten days the hotel bill was becoming too big for my modest 
budget. Lu Gwei-Djen invited us to stay temporarily at the top floor of her 
house at 28 Owlstone Road. After a month we moved into the second floor 
of number 5 Victoria Street behind Emmanuel College and just five minutes 
walk away from Gonville and Caius at a rent of 20 guineas a month. 

When I arrived in Cambridge I thought what I would be asked to do 
would at least have some remote connection with physics. However, Needham 
said he had already sent his manuscripts on the mathematics and astronomy 
sections to the press, and that all the required material for the physics, 
engineering and shipbuilding sections were already assembled for him to 
work on. He then asked me to go through the Daozang iitfic, a collection of 
more than 1,100 volumes of Daoist text, to dig up information for the 
future alchemy section. Having studied chemistry for only one year at Raffles 
College, I had little confidence to do any research on alchemy. One day I 
met Professor J.R. Partington at Gonville and Caius College in Room Kl, 
Needham’s office then. Partington was formerly the Professor of Chemistry 
at Queen’s College, London University and had written several chemistry 
textbooks for university students. He later became an authority in the his- 
tory of chemistry and lived in Cambridge after his retirement. Needham 
often consulted him on matters concerning alchemy and the history of 
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chemistry. I first came across Partington’s name in a chemistry textbook that 
I saw the first day I went to the library in Raffles College, but when I went 
to the library the next day to borrow the book, it had already disappeared 
from the shelf. After telling him this little story I turned to him for advice 
on my lack of self-confidence to work on the history of alchemy, as I had 
already forgotten what little I learned about chemistry in my first year in 
college. He replied by setting me a test, asking me whether I knew what H ,0 
was. When I answered in the affirmative and told him that I still remem- 
bered a few more chemistry formulas, he smiled and said that I had already 
passed my test with flying colours, because it was not necessary to know any 
chemistry formula to do research in alchemy. 

I received encouragement to do research on alchemy from the first big 
name in chemistry I came across in my student days in Singapore. I also had 
an encounter with an even bigger name in physics, but learned another kind 
of lesson from him. In my Honours year I learned about the neutron and its 
discoverer, Sir James Chadwick, a Nobel Laureate. Professor Alexander asked 
a former fellow research student in the Cavendish Laboratory to be my 
external examiner. Hearing that my would-be external examiner was a stu- 
dent of Chadwick, I read up Chadwick’s publications on the neutron in the 
Proceedings of the Royal Society and other journals. Thus I knew much more 
about Chadwick’s name and his work than about Partington. Shortly after my 
arrival in Cambridge, Needham invited me to dine in Gonville and Caius 
College. I sat at high table near the corner on the right hand side of an 
elderly-looking gentleman wearing a cap that gave me the impression of 
being the chaplain of the college. After spending some time talking to the 
person on his left he turned round to look at me and asked what I was 
doing. I answered saying that I was a lecturer in physics in Singapore. He took 
no notice and remained silent. When Needham pointed out to me that this 
gentleman was Sir James Chadwick, the Master of the college, I quickly told 
Chadwick the name of my physics professor, who was trained in the 
Cavendish Laboratory. Again he remained silent. Thinking that I might be 
able to refresh his memory, I gave him the name of my external examiner, a 
former student of his. Then he responded by criticising both the professors 
whom I had great respect for, making me feel smaller and smaller. Needham 
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came to my rescue, introducing me to him as his new collaborator who had 
discovered the Chinese parhelia. Chadwick blamed my external examiner for 
missing the positron, but when I mentioned that Anderson first discovered 
it, he said that he himself was the first discoverer. Perhaps he did know 
about the positron before C.D. Anderson, but the latter published his results 
earlier. My encounter with Chadwick did not diminish my respect for my 
physics professor and my external examiner, but it made me aware of peerage 
ranking in the academic world. On the positive side, after surviving this 
baptism of fire I found myself able to dine at ease at any college high table, 
and I learned to make my guests dine at ease when I later became Master of 
Robert Black College in Hong Kong. After my experience with Chadwick I 
had innumerable congenial occasions dining at Caius College. I had dining 
rights at the College as a Member of the Senior Common Room. Figure 3 
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Figure 3 Table searing at Dr Drosier Dinner, Caius College (1959) 


(Note that Needham persisted in writing Chinese names, such as those of Cheng Te-k’un and 
mine, in the system he preferred, but he was not consistent in this matter. He did not do it to 
Lu Gwei-Djen, nor did he venture to standardise names other than Chinese to any particular 
system.) 
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shows the arrangements on the table presided by Needham at the Dr Drosier 
Commemoration Dinner on 2 May 1959. Opposite me was Dr Cheng Te- 
le’ un and to my right were Dr Dewhirst and Dr A. Hewish, both astrophysicists. 
Dr Hewish later won the Nobel Prize in 1974 for his discovery of quasars. 

Encouraged by Partington, I spent about half the time every day in the 
University Library combing through Daoist texts searching for references to 
Chinese alchemy and making notes and translations. Fortunately only a very 
small fraction of those texts were found relevant to my studies. However, 
part of the material I collected enabled Needham and me to write and 
publish four articles that would form parts of the future alchemy section of 
Science and Civilisation in China. 27 I also published a joint paper with 
Needham on Chinese meteorology from material taken out from my thesis 
and another joint paper with Needham, Edwin Pulleyblank, the Professor of 
Chinese in Cambridge University, two Cambridge astronomers and Lu Gwei- 
Djen on the 8th-century measurement of the meridian line performed by 
the Chinese monk- astronomer, YixingC 8 Then there was also a joint paper 
on the Chinese aurora with Dr Justin Schove. 29 However, among my 
publications I derived the greatest satisfaction from my catalogue of Chinese 
comets and novae that appeared in the British journal Vistas in Astronomy . 30 


27 See Ho, P.Y. and Needham, J. (1959), “The Laboratory Equipment of the Early 
Mediaeval Chinese Alchemists”, Ambix, 7:57-115; Ts’ao, T.C., Ho, P.Y. and 
Needham, J. (1959), “An Early Mediaeval Chinese Text on Aqueous Solutions”, 
Ambix, 7:122—158; Ho, P.Y. and Needham, J. (1959), “Elixir Poisoning in Medi- 
aeval China”, Janus, 48:221-251; Ho, P.Y. and Needham, J. (1959), “The Theo- 
ries of Categories of the Mediaeval Chinese Alchemists”, Journal of the Warburg and 
Courtald Institute, 22:173-210. 

28 See Ho, P.Y. and Needham, J. (1959), “Ancient Chinese Observations of Haloes 
and Parhelia”, Weather, 14:124-134 and Beer, A., Ho, P.Y., Lu, G.-D., Needham, 
J., Pulleyblank, E.-G. and Thompson, G. (1961), “An 8th-Century Meridian Line”, 
Vistas in Astronomy, 4:3-28. 

29 See Schove, J. and Ho, P.Y. (1959), “Chinese Aurorae I: A. D. 1048-1070”, 
Journal of the British Astronomical Association, 69:295-304. 

30 See Ho, P.Y. (1962), “Ancient and Mediaeval Observations of Comets and No- 
vae in Chinese Sources”, Vistas in Astronomy, 5:127-225. 
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At that time I thought that such a publication on astronomy would only bring 
me a little closer back to physics, but to my delight it turned out to be useful 
to both astronomers and astrophysicists. I tried to keep up a little with 
physics and attended the early morning 9 o’clock lectures on solid-state 
physics given by Professor Nevil Mott, who later won the Nobel Prize in 
1977. Needham was completely unaware of this, since he turned up in his 
office normally around 1 1 o’clock. I also helped my university to get Dr 
David Shoenberg, Reader in Physics at Cambridge University, to serve as an 
external examiner for physics in Singapore. When I left Cambridge towards 
the end of my study leave I thought that my collaboration with Needham 
had ended, and that I would return to Singapore to teach physics. I handed 
over to Needham the notes and translations I made on the Daoist alchemi- 
cal texts thinking that they would serve a better purpose in his library since 
I would be working on something less remote from physics than alchemy. 31 

Needham was away from Cambridge for several months, both in 1958 
and in 1959. He spent the first period in Sri Lanka, then known as Ceylon. 
Lu Gwei-Djen accompanied him in the second period of their China tour. 
They stopped by Singapore on the way home and visited the libraries of the 
two universities in Singapore as well as the Botanical Garden. In Singapore 
they were guests of Oppenheim and Needham reported to him about my work 
in Cambridge. They also went to see a mutual friend Ivy Soh, an English 
language specialist trained in England. Needham and Gwei-Djen brought 
back many Chinese books, which they stamped with a seal that read zou ma 
kan hua — looking at flowers on a running horse — to mark the 

occasion. 

I was left to work entirely on my own. Needham left word that should 
I need help in chemistry I could ask Dorothy Needham to take me to the 
Faculty of Biochemistry. I did get her help to take me to the library of that 
Faculty to look up some points in inorganic chemistry from Mellor’s huge 
compendium on that subject. It occurred to me that only Dorothy Needham 
maintained good contact with her colleagues and friends at the Faculty of 


31 1 am glad that they had served a useful purpose. See, for example, Needham, J. 
and Lu G.-D. (1983), Science and Civilisation in China, 5.5: xxxiii and 455. 
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Biochemistry. I had not heard Lu Gwei-Djen mentioning the names of those 
she worked with before in the Faculty of Biochemistry other than those of 
Joseph and Dorothy Needham. 

Working on my own had its advantages. I came to know several mem- 
bers of the Faculty of Oriental Studies while working in the Chinese section 
of the Cambridge University Library. Dr Greta Scott was in charge of this 
section where only readers granted approval could gain admittance. Only a 
few readers were there at a time and I came to know all of them. Sinologists 
formed only a small circle so they desired to know one another. During 
teatime we joined one another in the tea room and sometimes Greta Scott 
would also join us. That was how I first met Van der Loon, who was advising 
the Chinese section at that time and who later became Professor of Chinese 
at Oxford. It was also there that I first met Dr Denis Twitchett, who later 
became Professor of Chinese at the School of Oriental and African Studies, 
where he had come from earlier, before returning to Cambridge as Professor 
of Chinese until he moved finally to Princeton in the early 1980s. I also knew 
Dr LLC. Chang 'j[x ' lb tlr of the Faculty of Oriental Studies, being former 
colleagues in the University of Malaya, where he was an English lecturer. It 
was a coincidence that when I returned to Singapore later, the university 
allocated me house number 8 as my living quarters. This was the same 
house occupied by H.C. Chang before he left Singapore. 

I met, however, the two most senior Sinologists of the Faculty at 
Needham’s office, Room K1 in Caius College. They were Professor Edwin 
Pulleyblank and Dr Cheng Te-k’un JllTfiTI', Reader in Chinese Archaeology. 
Pulleyblank was working together with Needham and a small group includ- 
ing myself on the 8th-century Chinese meridian line measurement. Cheng 
Te-k’un was working on the series Archaeology in China, which was hailed at 
that time as one of the two major contributions by Cambridge to Chinese 
Studies, the other being Needham’s Science and Civilisation in China. 
Needham had much respect for Cheng Te-k’un, telling me that the latter was 
a scholar and a gentleman. Fie invited both of us to dine at Caius College. 
My family and I visited Cheng Te-k’un and Mrs Cheng at their home at 166 
Chesterton Road in Cambridge. Our friendship later carried over first to 
Kuala Lumpur and then to Hong Kong. 
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Needham introduced me to his filing system soon after I joined him at 
room K1 in Gonville and Caius College. He also had the use of room K2 next 
door, which was occupied by Lu Gwei-Djen. He let me use a small desk next 
to his table in room K1 . His working library was housed in both K1 and K2. 
The latter held mainly medical and pharmacological works as Lu Gwei-Djen 
was responsible for the medical volume in the Science and Civilisation in China 
series. Needham would make a card for every new book title, personal name 
and geographical name he came across while working on the project. He 
translated these into English and transliterated every book title using his own 
modified Wade-Giles system, and attempted to find its author and the year 
the book was written. Similarly he transliterated every personal name and 
tried to find the period the person was in. He did likewise to geographical 
names and tried to find their modern locations. He also prepared a duplicate 
set on coloured cards, so that he could let his cards be taken out of his office 
for preparing the index. He called the duplicates “ghost cards”. He also had a 
set of cards for technical terms. Whenever he came across a name or a term 
that sounded a little unfamiliar, or when he wished to refer to something, 
such as the dates, he would first look up his cards. 

It goes without saying that I made full use of this system while I was 
working with Needham in Cambridge, but I did not make any attempt to 
duplicate it as it would not be practical for a lecturer in physics to do so in 
my home university. I would rather adapt it to suit my own circumstances. 
As far as I know, only Wang Ling was concerned with this exercise, and for 
many years he had a research assistant to help him in his work. That was a 
remarkable system at the time Needham invented it, but a knife does not 
cut both ways. At the beginning its advantages were many. It was originally 
planned to serve the writing of only seven volumes, but Needham eventually 
saw over twenty sub-volumes. The number of cards increased until they 
filled up scores and scores of boxes and took up more and more time to 
prepare, to search and to read. Being no longer easily portable, Needham 
could not work on his project if separated from his cards. For the sake of 
uniformity, every collaborator in the Science and Civilisation in China series 
would have to refer to the cards. This became a problem if one did not live 
in Cambridge. In our current computer age we can of course find a much 
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better solution. I remember that it took me three months to calculate my data 
on an electric calculator to obtain the result for my first publication in a 
British journal. I would imagine that three hours would suffice to put the 
same data on an electronic spreadsheet to obtain the result. When Needham 
visited Hong Kong in 1981, his old friends, Mr P.L. Lam i< and Mrs 
Mary Lam took him to a computer shop and bought him a present in the 
form of an IBM XT personal computer, hoping that he would put it to 
good use. Alas, it came far too late for a person over 80 years of age to learn 
a new technique and to replace his thousands and thousands of cards with 
electronic files. Needham brought the computer home, but did not use it 
personally. 

Needham made notes of every relevant book he read on pieces of paper 
and kept them in files. He also kept reprints in files, sometimes with mar- 
ginal notes or comments added. He employed his own system to arrange his 
books and files according to the sequence of the sections in the Science and 
Civilisation in China series. He remembered the exact positions of his books 
and files. I was very careful to put everything back to its original position. 
Occasionally Lu Gwei-Djen would tell me, “Joseph is in a bad mood today”. 
Needham tried to explain to me that he was not angry with anybody but was 
upset that his memory was failing him. 

During the absence of Needham from Cambridge I sent him drafts of 
translations and notes I made on the Daoist texts that I read in the Cam- 
bridge University Library. On his return to Cambridge Needham started to 
work with me on the preliminary papers for the alchemy section of volume 
5. He and I sat together from the afternoon till dinnertime, when he would 
dine in College and I would return to 5 Victoria Street to join my family for 
the evening meal. After dinner we would meet again at Caius College and 
worked until about 1 1pm. This went on for about six weeks. Naturally I 
had to adjust myself to this schedule, but Lu Gwei-Djen complained to me 
that Needham came to see her much later than his routine after-dinner visit 
from the College. 

When we worked together Needham would bring out a pair of scissors, 
a bottle of paste, and the translations and notes I sent him which he would 
have already read. He would jot down the points he wished to write about 
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Figure 4 Joseph’s railway lines in his own handwriting 


on a piece of paper and connect them in sequence by lines, which Lu Gwei- 
Djen used to tease Needham about, calling them “Joseph’s railway lines”, 
because of Needham’s fondness of the railways. (See Figure 4.) By applying 
the cut-and-paste method, sometimes changing the style of writing in my 
original work, and incorporating his own ideas and new findings, Needham 
and I managed to write four papers for publication. Needham called his 
process of joining facts together in writing the “weaving method”. I can 
appreciate the cut-and-paste facilities of the modern word processor all the 
more when I think of the days working together with him. 
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I managed to find some time away from work during my stay in 
Cambridge. I bought an export version of the Morris Minor 1000. With it 
I took my family to either the zoo at Regent’s Park, London, or that in 
Whipsnade, or to the seaside during the weekend, sometimes bringing along 
a friend. Lu Gwei-Djen joined us on a couple of occasions. Abdullah bin 
Ayub, an old friend from Perak and senior civil servant with the Malaysian 
government, had also been our guest. On another occasion I took my family 
by car to Brinsford Lodge near Wolverhampton to fetch my sister Lay Kum 
to Cambridge. Lay Kum was at Brinsford Lodge undergoing a teachers’ 
training course. We also visited the English lakes as well as the lochs of 
Scotland. We went as far north as Stirling. 

While in Cambridge Lucy and I kept in contact with students from 
Singapore and the Federation of Malaya studying in Cambridge. They formed 
a Cambridge University Malayan Students Association. The President of the 
association at that time was Chua Seong Siew and the Honorary Secretary was 
Lim Pin both of whom were medical students. Chua Seong Siew later 
practised as a heart specialist in Kuala Lumpur and Lim Pin was once the Vice- 
Chancellor of the National University of Singapore before resuming his 
former post of Professor of Medicine. Lim Pin asked me to give a talk on 
higher education in Singapore on behalf of the association. The talk took place 
in his room at Queens’ College. I did not need to count to know the number 
of my audience — besides the President and the Honorary Secretary I saw 
only one other Cambridge undergraduate in the room. Nevertheless I deliv- 
ered my talk. Question time followed and there came one from the under- 
graduate asking me to compare the standard of the University of Malaya with 
that of Cambridge. I replied that my answer would be equally unfair as the 
question asked, saying that the University of Malaya was then only 10 years 
old while Cambridge was some seven centuries old, but if a comparison of 
standard was to be made, I would say that the former after 10 years had 
achieved a higher standard than the latter after five centuries. 

I met with another adventure in lecturing. This time was at Kent, just 
outside London. Dr Justin Schove, the Principal of St. David’s College at 
Kent, used to go to Needham’s office at Caius to ask for information on 
Chinese astronomical records. Needham understandably had little time to 
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help him to search for information in the Chinese texts and to do the necessary 
translations for him. He found me more obliging and with the information I 
supplied, we published several joint papers on the Chinese aurora. Through 
him I was elected member of the British Astronomical Association in Febru- 
ary 1959. One day he came to Caius College and invited me to give a talk at 
his College. I thought that I could talk on the same topic that I gave at 
Queens’ College so as not to waste it on only three listeners. I brought my notes 
along and drove my new car, a Morris Minor 1000, all the way from Cam- 
bridge to Kent. As I entered the college grounds I saw only groups of young 
children. I soon realised that the college was a kindergarten for pre-school 
children. Justin Schove introduced me to the children as Dr Ho from Singapore. 
I had to think quickly on what to say to them. I took out my lecture notes, 
but used the paper on which my intended lecture was written for a demon- 
stration in Chinese paper folding, popularly known by the Japanese term 
origami. The children seemed to enjoy that session and Justin Schove said that 
he would like me to speak to the children again. I politely declined his invita- 
tion saying that while I enjoyed speaking to the children, time would not 
permit me to indulge in such luxury. 

In the summer of 1959 Professor Kiyosi Yabuuti paid a visit to Caius 
College prior to his attendance of the 7th International Congress of History 
of Science, which was to be held in Barcelona and Madrid in September. This 
was the first time Needham met him and that also applied to me. Dr Shigeru 
Nakayama 'QlllyJ also visited Caius College. He told me that although 
that was the first time we met, he knew about me earlier from the draft of 
my translation of the Jinshu that Needham showed him when he was in 
Cambridge in 1957. Nakayama became the first Japanese academic associate 
I had a long-lasting friendship with. 

Dorothy Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen travelled by car to Barcelona. My 
wife and I, together with our son, travelled in our own car, going right 
across France to Spain to attend the International Congress of History of 
Science. There we met Kiyosi Yabuuti and Shigeru Nakayama again. It was 
also there that I first met Willy Hartner, who invited me to visit Frankfurt 
during my next tour to Europe. We did not go to Madrid, but travelled 
across the south of France to Genoa in Italy to board the MS Asia for 
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Singapore. Needham went to Madrid together with Dorothy and Lu Gwei- 
Djen, but caught up with us in Cannes to bid us farewell. 


Readership in the University of Singapore 

I returned to Singapore in December 1959 when the university term was 
about to end. I took advantage of the term break to take Lucy and our son 
to Hong Kong on a short holiday travelling onboard the MS Victoria. On my 
return to Singapore I received a letter from Needham saying that he had 
received a generous donation from Dato’ Lee Kong Chian ft IJ : J of 
Singapore. That probably inspired him to set up a “Friends of the Project 
Committee” led by Dr Victor Purcell to appeal for funds to help him in his 
work. He asked me to send him a photograph taken at a photo studio so 
that Cambridge University Press could include it together with his own and 
those of his three other collaborators in a prospectus about the Science and 
Civilisation in China series. When I first joined Needham in Cambridge the 
series was only planned for seven physical volumes. Needham once expressed 
to me his desire to see the whole series completed before he reached the age 
of 70 in view of the fact that one of his parents died before the age of 60 and 
the other before 70, and that his physical build was unlike the slim figure of 
Partington which would enable him to live to a ripe old age. After the 
publication of volume three of the series, however, Peter Burbidge of the 
Cambridge University Press, who was responsible for publishing the series, 
told Needhm that his book had grown too “fat” and needed to be trimmed 
down in size. Needham was at first taken aback, but became delighted when 
Peter Burbidge suggested that he could bring out as many sub-volumes as he 
needed. The series was selling well; it would do the press no harm to have 
more from Needham. Some of the subsequent volumes, such as volume 4 
part 2 almost reached the size of volume 3. I heard no complaint from Peter 
Burbidge. Needham seemed to have forgotten his fear of not seeing the 
whole series through; perhaps he began to have more ideas on looking for 
more collaborators to let them finish the job. In I960 the Cambridge 
University Press published the prospectus for the series which showed vol- 
ume 4 in three parts and volumes 5 and 6 in parts yet to be determined. The 
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last page carried a photograph of Needham at work together with his four 
early collaborators. 

By that time the University of Malaya was divided into two divisions, one 
in Singapore and one in Kuala Lumpur. They shared a common Vice- 
Chancellor and each division had its own Principal. Oppenheim became the 
Vice-Chancellor and was stationed in the Kuala Lumpur Division, while 
Professor S. Sandosham became the Principal of the Singapore Division. In 
I960 I was appointed Reader in History of Science within the Physics 
Department, which had a new Head in Professor K.M. Gatha. Readers were 
“rarities in Malaya in those days”, to borrow a phrase used by Rayson Huang, 
although it is applied here to a slightly lower level in the academic ladder. 
Besides me, there was only one other Reader in the university. He was none 
other than Dr Toh Chin Chye tiiSzlb who once shared the same household 
with me together with four other young bachelor members of the university 
teaching staff. We were living in three university quarters, jointly employing 
one domestic servant and had our meals together. He was Reader in 
Physiology, but subsequently became the Deputy Prime Minister of Singapore 
and then the Vice-Chancellor of the University of Singapore. 

The term ‘Reader’ is not often understood outside Britain. Professor Jao 
Tsung-I formerly Professor of Chinese at the University of Singapore, 

told me that when he was Reader at the University of Hong Kong, he went 
to attend to some matter at a government office. When he told the clerk in 
the office that he was a Reader the latter asked him to stop joking, because 
he himself was also a reader of magazines and newspapers. The duties of 
Readers vary from university to university. It is interesting to compare a 
Readership in Cambridge, taking Needham as a case study, with a Readership 
in Singapore, taking my own case, which did not necessarily apply to that of 
Toh Chin Chye. The Cambridge system gave the Reader almost complete 
freedom to do what he wished to do. As long as he attended to his normal 
teaching of biochemistry undergraduates he had no further obligations to 
participate in other duties that his colleagues had to perform and he was free 
to pursue research even outside biochemistry. Needham took full advantage 
of this system, but everything has a price to pay. We cannot expect a person 
to be popular among colleagues who have to share his workload, nor can we 
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expect any department head to allocate funds or apply for grants to support 
research projects outside the domain of his department, and when the position 
of department head fell vacant Needham had not been seen inside the bio- 
chemistry laboratories for more than 20 years. Not every Reader took full 
advantage of his privileges as Needham did, but without these privileges it 
would not have been possible for him to embark on his Science and Civilisation 
in China project. As Mencius said, it was a choice between fish and the paw 
of a bear; when he could not have both he would take the paw of the bear 
and leave the fish alone. Through the eyes of East Asia and the history of 
science, like the ancient Chinese sage, Needham had made the wise move of 
taking “the paw of the bear”. However, the fame attained by him led some 
in East Asia to forget that he had already abandoned “the fish”. 3 " 

In contrast to Needham’s Readership, my post did not relieve me of any 
part of the normal duties of a member of the teaching staff in the Physics 
Department. On the contrary, I was given the duty of running a sub- 
department and organising a one-year course on the history and philosophy 
of science as an optional second year subject within the Science Faculty. The 
Faculty of Science also elected me Chairman of the Science Faculty Public 
Fectures Committee, while the university Senate made me its representative 
on the University Fibrary Committee to offer advice on its Chinese collection. 
I cannot remember how I managed to find all that energy. I was then in my 
mid-thirties. I was involved in a number of government boards and 
committees, mainly in the area of education, for example, the Education 
Advisory Board, Universities Scholarships and Bursaries Board, and the 
Textbooks and Syllabuses Sub-Committees. I even served as advisor to the 
Examination Syndicate in Kuala Fumpur. With all these activities I still 
found time to enjoy playing tennis or table-tennis with my friends and to 
have an occasional game of chess, representing either the university or its 
graduates in tournaments. I was Chairman of the Academic Staff Association 
Tennis Club. The Club arranged social matches to meet players from the 
Singapore Police, the British Navy and Air Force, and schools. I was the 


3 ' I have often heard people in East Asia asking why Cambridge University did not 
offer the Chair of Biochemistry to Needham. 
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weakest player in my team and was invariably made to play the third single. 
This turned out to my advantage, because I seldom lost my game to my 
counterpart on the opposite side of the court. I knew my own limitations in 
tennis. My physical build did not enable me to develop a powerful service, 
and hence I tried to concentrate on placing and consistency that would 
enable me to give a lesser player a good game. After all tennis was only a 
form of exercise for me, if not a recreational cum social meeting with friends. 
In fact tennis was one of the things I missed since I left Singapore in 1964. 
Without the right group of friends playing together, I found little incentive 
and opportunity to play the game. As for table-tennis, there was a table- 
tennis room just next door to my university quarters. I could easily walk 
across and join in when I heard activities generated from that direction. 


MINISTER FOR EDUCATION, 
Ed. 1338/56. KAY SIANG ROAD, 

SINGAPORE 10. 

25 th November, I960. 

Dr. Ho Peng Yoke, 

The University of Malaya, 

Cluny Road, 

Singapore, 10. 

Dear Sir, 

I am glad to inform you that I have 
appointed you a member of the Educational 
Advisory Council as representative of the 
University of Malaya for a period of one 
year with effect from 1st November I960, 
in accordance with pov/ers vested by 
section 8 of the Education Ordinance, 1957 . 

2. I have also appointed you a member 
of the Education Finance Board under 
section 5 of the Ordinance. 

3. I know I can count on your wide 
experience in educational matters to 
assist in the deliberations of the 
Council and the Board. 

Yours faithfully. 


,/(Yong NyukvLin) 



Figure 5 Letter of appointment from Mr Yong Nyuk Lin, Minister of Education 
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The most important chess event for me then was the annual Town versus 
Gown match where the whole city took on the staff and students of the 
university over some 30 boards. The captain for the university side was Dr 
Lim Kok Ann Professor of Bacteriology and a grandson of Dr Lim 

Boon Keng. As a chess enthusiast, he went to serve the world chess 
organisation FIDE after his retirement from the university. As captain he had 
to play the first board to take on the strongest opponent. Oppenheim often 
played either the second or the third board, depending on the strength of the 
top player among the students. I was placed to play between the 6th and the 
1 0th board. My first game was a disaster. My opponent was a new arrival to 
Singapore whom I later discovered to have been the Irish Correspondent 
Chess Champion. He was playing white and started off with a king gambit 
that I had never come across before. After accepting his gambit I found 
myself desperately on the defensive and the result was a forgone conclusion. 
After the match I quickly bought a few books on chess openings to improve 
my game. After my first lesson I had not lost another game in the Town 
versus Gown series, although the Town team invariably came out on top in 
every contest. I won most of my games and drew only in a few. I also joined 
the graduates, mainly those from the Faculty of Medicine, to participate in 
a city open chess tournament, playing the first board. Our team emerged as 
Division Two Champion. Again I did not have much opportunity to have a 
game of chess after leaving Singapore in 1964. 1 did have a few games of chess 
at the University House of the Australian National University in Canberra 
when I was there as the 1972 Asian Fellow of that University. My last game 
of chess was in 1975 when I played the first board as white against the 
students’ champion of the School of Science at a Staff-Students match of 
Griffith University in Australia. I won by using the Bird’s Opening that my 
opponent was unfamiliar with. 

Every year the Head of State of Singapore invited those who had rendered 
service to the state to an outdoor dinner party at his official residence, the 
Istana (palace), where guests were free to move about and select their food 
and drinks from various stalls that served local and Western food. Among 
them were those that served satay (skewered barbecued meat, mainly lamb, 
beef and chicken) prepared by the traditional Malay method. My wife and 
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I used to look for these stalls together with some of the invited guests. Mr 
and Mrs Lee Kuan Yew were also present on such occasions to greet 

the guests. In 2001 I sat in a restaurant at the Holiday Inn Parkview Hotel 
in Singapore and had a good view of the trees hiding the Istana across 
Clemenceau Avenue. It brought back memories of some 40 years ago when 
I had on several occasions driven into the grounds behind those trees with 
Lucy to attend what was our most important annual social function of the 
year. 

We moved into house number 8, on our return from England. It was a 
large and solidly built colonial house. We employed a domestic servant and a 
washing woman to help in the house. When we returned from Hong Kong we 
went back to Ipoh to fetch our two daughters Sook Keng and Sook Ying. Our 
family lived together again. We sent Yik Hong and his two sisters to the 
kindergarten at Dean School. Their cousin Vivien Lee came all the way from 
Seaview Park, Katong, to join them at Dean School. It became a routine for 
me to take my family to Katong every weekend to visit Vivien’s family and my 
father’s cousin Qixun, who was in Singapore with his wife and his aged mother. 
Coinciding with my promotion to a Readership my wife gave birth to our 
third daughter Sook Kee flk ^K 1 . 

On the financial side my Readership carried a higher salary than my 
former Lectureship, and at the same time my brother Ho Thong, who 
graduated from medical school, took over part of my burden to contribute 
to support my mother. Shortly afterwards I took my whole family to Penang 
to attend the wedding ceremony of Ho Thong and Margaret Goh. I was able 
to have a little more savings and started to buy my first lots of shares. I first 
heard about buying company stocks and shares from Lu Gwei-Djen in 
Cambridge. She told me that she deliberately kept away from the shares of 
companies that manufactured weapons of war. I had no need to take heed of 
her advice, since I did not know of any public-listed company that manufac- 
tured weapons of war in that part of the world. It was Lucy’s brother-in-law 
and my former school classmate, Lee Kam Wai who introduced me to his 
sharebroker and recommended me to buy my first lot of shares. I did not 
waste much time studying the share market, since I had reliable knowledge- 
able friends to advise me. I began to find myself on a sound financial footing 
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and was even seriously contemplating investing in a house of our own in 1963, 
when a number of university colleagues joined together to build their own 
houses in a housing estate in Eng Neo Avenue, Singapore. It was my 
appointment to a new chair in Kuala Lumpur that altered this plan. All in 
all, despite my heavy workload, I960 was a very memorable year to us. I had 
no other ambition then but to carry on working in Singapore. 

With my Ph.D. thesis behind me I now had the freedom to get more in 
touch with the community in Singapore. That provided me an opportunity 
to practise writing in Chinese. Through the introduction by one of my first 
year medical students, Lien Liang-ssu VC) dAU, I met his father Mr Lien Shi- 
sheng .jTTrJp Chief Editor of the Nanyang Siangpau [p if- |i f| jU . Mr Lien 
asked me to write an article on Needham for the New Year issue of his 
newspaper. I next met Mr Liao Sung-yang 7 , Manager of the Sin 

Chew Jih Poh P m. at a committee meeting in the university. Liao Sung- 

yang said that he saw my article in the Nanyang Siangpau and asked me to 
write one for his newspaper as well. This was a request which I was not in a 
position to turn down. In this way, for about the next 10 years, I had to 
write two articles in Chinese every year. I treated all these as opportunities 
for me to practise writing in Chinese, without thinking that my effort would 
serve to introduce me to the Chinese-educated communities both in Singapore 
and in the Lederation of Malaya. My first three or four articles were written 
in literary Chinese. I thought that, being only a scientist, it was not my 
business either to follow or to set a trend in the writing of Chinese; I could 
therefore choose to write in whatever style that pleased me. In 1963 I visited 
my younger sister’s husband, Ong Ah Chan I . '[PjP, in Kuala Lumpur. Ah 
Chan was a successful motor vehicle spare parts dealer, although he had not 
received very high education in either Chinese or English. He told me that 
he saw a very good piece of article written by me in the newspaper. I asked 
him in what way did he find it good. He answered innocently, saying that 
my article was written in such a profound style that he could not compre- 
hend it. That gave me a shock and opened my eyes. The newspaper is a mass 
medium for communication. An article that does not communicate well 
should not find a place in a newspaper. Lrom then onwards I started writing 
in spoken Chinese. 
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In 1961 a colleague from the Mathematics Department, Oon Lay Yong 
/’ii i 00 fi- (later became Lam Lay Yong LS 00 ^ after her marriage) asked me 
to be her supervisor for her doctoral thesis on the 13th-century mathemati- 
cian Yang Hui One day she sought my advice about getting access to 

a handwritten copy of Yang Hui’s work on magic squares which was owned 
by Li Yan in Beijing. She thought of asking her maternal grandfather, 
Mr Tan Kah Kee in Beijing to get a microfilm copy of the book from 

Li Yan, but hesitated to write because of Mr Tan’s old age. Mr Tan Kah Kee 
was then the most respected and influential overseas Chinese in China. I told 
Lay Yong that I might be able to help avoid troubling him by writing to 
Needham. At the request of Needham, Li Yan sent two copies of microfilm 
of Yang Hui’s work on magic squares to Cambridge; Needham directed one 
copy to Singapore. Lam Lay Yong later became Professor of Mathematics at 
the National University of Singapore and after her retirement she won the 
Kenneth O. May medal, the highest award of the International Commission 
on the History of Mathematics, in 2001 in Mexico City, for her contribu- 
tions to the study of Chinese mathematics. 

In 1962 the Singapore Division of the University of Malaya became the 
University of Singapore with Dr. B.R. Sreenivasan as Vice-Chancellor, while 
the Kuala Lumpur Division retained the name University of Malaya and had 
Oppenheim, by that time known as Professor Tan Sri Sir Alexander 
Oppenheim, as Vice-Chancellor. The same year I made my first visit to the 
US to attend the 10th International Congress of History of Science held in 
Ithaca, N.Y. and Philadelphia. There I presented a paper on Vietnamese 
astronomical records. Professor Edward Schafer asked me to expand my 
presentation for publication in the Journal of the American Oriental Society , 
of which he was the editor. 33 

Before I left for the US I received a letter from Needham asking me to 
have a word with Dr Cammann Schuyler of the University of Pennsylvania, 
who had made some criticisms on the mathematics section of Science and 


33 See Ho, P.Y. (1964), “Natural Phenomena Recorded in the Dai-Vie’t Su’-Ky 
Toan-Thu\ an Early Annamese Historical Sourc e\ Journal of the American Oriental 
Society 84:127-149. 
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Civilisation in China volume 3 in a book review. Schuyler pointed out a 
mistake in one of the Chinese magic squares and the wrong name “Li Nien” 
that was given to the Chinese historian of mathematics, Li Yan. Although I 
was not involved at all in the mathematics section, I met Schuyler in 
Philadelphia and explained to him that the same magic square he and 
Needham talked about contained a misprint itself, and as for the name of 
the Chinese historian of mathematics, Li Yan was correct, and that Needham 
had probably listened to a native from a certain part of Jiangsu province 
reading the name in his own dialect, and after having the name in that form 
it would be cumbersome to make a change. Schuyler accepted my explana- 
tions and showed me round the museum in the University of Pennsylvania. 
I reported to Needham about my meeting with Schuyler, but that gave him 
the wrong impression that Li Yan was a native of Jiangsu province, although 
she actually came from the Fujian province. Needham first met Li Yan in 
1956 at the 8th International Congress of History of Science held in Florence, 
but he told me that he had never met Li Nien, although he had corresponded 
with the person in 1961 at my request concerning the microfilm on Yang 
Hui’s work on magic squares. A great man is also entitled to possess some 
idiosyncrasies of his own. 

On my return from America I found a research student from Harvard 
University waiting for me. Nathan Sivin, who was introduced to me by 
Shigeru Nakayama, was sent to Singapore with a Fellowship from his 
university to spend the better part of the year with me to work on his Ph.D. 
thesis on Chinese alchemy. Sivin is now the most senior professor and 
authority in the history of Chinese science in the US. A third Ph.D. candi- 
date holding a research fellowship from a Christian church approached me 
to act as his supervisor, but the topic he suggested had nothing to do with 
the history of Chinese science, but with science and religion instead. I told 
him that I was not competent to help him to reconcile two parts of his topic 
that required different mental approaches; one was scepticism and the other 
faith. Eventually he changed his mind and did a Ph.D. degree in chemistry 
with someone else instead. 

I used to relieve Needham of part of his burden by going back to the 
grounds he had previously covered. He would always like to look ahead 
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while working on his Science and Civilisation in China series and was reluctant 
to go back to the volumes that he had previously written. His preference was 
to tread on virgin grounds, so he said. He used to pass queries and consul- 
tations on matters concerning Chinese astronomy to me for handling. Figure 
6 shows a typical example. Dr Dewhurst was an astrophysicist, sitting be- 
tween his colleague Hewish and me at the Dr Droiser Commemoration 
Dinner at Caius College in 1959 as shown in Figure 3. 



Figure 6 Postcard from Needham in his own handwriting 




Reminiscence of a Roving Scholar 


The first Chancellor of rhe University of Singapore was Dr Dato’ Lee 
Kong Chian ft |] : J . Late in the 1950s Wu Lien-teh had told him about 
Needham’s project on the history of Chinese science and asked him to render 
a helping hand to Cambridge. In November 1959 Needham received from 
Dr Dato’ Lee a “munificent gift”, to use his own words. It was likely that Wu 
Lien-teh had mentioned about my collaboration with Needham. This would 
explain why my Chancellor showed much interest in my research and be- 
came quite friendly with me. He invited me many times to have lunch with 
him at the old OCBC Building in Chulia Street. I usually went together 
with Professor Lim Tay Boh who became the Vice-Chancellor after 

I left Singapore in 1964. On one occasion my Chancellor introduced me to 
Tan Sri Tan Chin Tuan his trusted friend and assistant who later 

succeeded him as Chairman in the Board of Directors of OCBC Bank, of 
which the Lee family has always been the majority shareholder. I taught his 
eldest daughter, Keng Lian, physics when she was a first year medical student 
in Singapore. 34 Lam Lay Yong was a niece of Lee Kong Chian and a close 
friend of another daughter of Tan Chin Tuan. This paved the way to Tan 
Chin Tuan’s donation to the Needham Research Institute in 1984. While I 
was in Cambridge during the 1990s I had several opportunities to talk to 
British academics about my Chancellor, not about his invitations to lunch, 
but on his personal interest in learning and in the academic activities of the 
university. I told them that I once invited Professor Sir Harrie Massey, FRS, 
to give a public lecture on space exploration at the University of Singapore. 
My Chancellor heard about this, but found that he could not be present at 
the lecture because he had to chair a business meeting. He spoke to me over 
the telephone to ask me to make a tape-recording of the lecture for him. 
One of my British colleagues remarked how much he wished to have a 
Chancellor who took so much personal interest in the academic activities of 
the university without interfering in its affairs. 


34 She later became an eye specialist. Tan Chin Tuan’s “Family Holding” and 
“Foundation” are well-known establishments in Singapore. 
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M eanwhile the University of Malaya established a Department of 
Chinese Studies in Kuala Lumpur and invited Dr Cheng Te-k’un, 
Reader in Chinese Archaeology at Cambridge University to be its Visiting 
Professor to draw up a blueprint for the department. 

In April 1 963 my wife gave birth to our fourth daughter, Sook Pin. I was 
invited to give a public lecture in Kuala Lumpur at the University of Malaya. 
Before the lecture Rayson Huang, who was then the Dean of Science, briefed 
me on a list of names, suggesting that I should pay special attention to 
questions coming from them. I did not know the reason then, but later I 
realised that they were the names of certain members of the University 
Council on the selection board for the new Chair of Chinese Studies and 
that the lecture took the place of an interview for a position which I had not 
applied for. My personal particulars were sent to two external experts to be 
assessed. I never attempted to find out who they were through official sources, 
but later unsolicited information came to me from the two assessors 
themselves. One of them was Professor Patrick Fitzgerald of the Australian 
National University. I received an invitation from him to act as external 
examiner of one of his Ph.D. students as soon as I went to Kuala Lumpur. 
The other was Professor William Hung of Harvard University. When 

I visited him in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1965, he advised me on book 
acquisition for the Chinese collection of the University of Malaya Library, 
telling me that there would be no point for the library to try to buy rare 
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books. In September 1963 an invitation came from the University of Malaya, 
offering me the Chair of Chinese Studies. 

I considered the pros and cons of moving to Kuala Lumpur. It was not 
an easy decision to make, but fortunately it was not a Hobson’s choice — 
whatever my decision, the result would not be a disaster. Academically I saw 
a chair in Chinese giving me more flexibility in my research than a post in 
the history of science in the Physics Department. It would be very unlikely 
for a chair in history of science to be created in Singapore. It would also be 
unlikely for me to be appointed Professor of Physics in the university — 
and, even if appointed, the lesson I received in Cambridge on peerage ranking 
could not be erased from my mind and I would find it difficult to hold my 
own among my peers in physics. On the other hand, I would be the only 
professor of Chinese in the world specialising in the history of Chinese 
science, which would absolve me from competition with all the other schol- 
ars of Chinese. History soon proved that I had made the correct move. 
Three or four years after I left Singapore the new Vice-Chancellor, my friend 
Dr Toh Chin Chye, ordered the closure of the course on the history and 
philosophy of science at his university on the grounds of a small student 
number. Members of the Department of Philosophy were responsible for 
teaching the course at that time. I did not try to find out whether student 
number was the main reason, although I knew that my friend had problems 
with the Department of Philosophy in those days. Should he be hostile to 
the course itself, the history of science would not have much of a future in 
the University of Singapore. 

One important factor to consider was acceptability, namely by the 
university, the government, colleagues in the department, the local commu- 
nity and the international community of scholars. An invitation from a 
university that had strong representation from the government already showed 
the acceptance by both the university and the government. I only needed to 
consider the last three groups. 

I was getting on very well with my colleagues in the Physics Depart- 
ment in Singapore as physicists by training and as equals. In Kuala Lumpur 
I would have to deal with colleagues with different academic backgrounds. 
Besides being their administrative head, I would have to show academic 
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leadership in research at the same time. I realised that if I were to carry on 
alone happily with my research on the history of Chinese science, I would 
be working in isolation, away from the research interest of my colleagues. I 
then had the idea of finding topics that involved science in literature, poetry, 
linguistics, etc., and to study them in collaboration with some of my 
colleagues. 

Acceptability by the local community concerned a Chair in Chinese 
more than a post in physics or in the history of science. I had not received 
formal education in a Chinese medium school and I did not have any 
expertise in Chinese calligraphy, painting and poetry to impress the Chi- 
nese community, I was wondering how I would be received by the Chinese- 
educated in Malaysia. Fortunately I found three encouraging factors in my 
favour: (a) my good relations with the two major Chinese newspapers that 
included glowing reports about me as a scholar. My publications in these 
two newspapers showed that I could write in Chinese, (b) my contributions 
to the study of Chinese science, which had a special appeal to the Chinese- 
educated, together with my connection with Needhams work on the history 
of science in China, and (c) my friendship with Wang Gungwu’s father, Mr 
Wang Fo-wen, who was then the most respected person in the Chinese- 
educated community in Malaysia. I thought out a strategy of getting in 
touch informally with the principals and teachers of the Chinese schools, 
either directly or through my colleagues, but without involving any sort of 
politics. 

As for acceptance by the international community of scholars, I knew I 
would not stand a chance as a physicist, but perhaps as a historian of science, 
my chance would be better. As a Professor of Chinese Studies, I thought 
that I might be able to hold my own both as a scholar of Chinese and as a 
historian of science. In other words, Chinese studies would provide me a 
much wider playing field than the history of Chinese science itself. From the 
point of academic considerations the Chair of Chinese Studies seemed to me 
to hold better prospect. After considering everything, I then delivered my 
letter of resignation from my Readership in the University of Singapore to 
Dr B. R. Sreenivasan, who was also about to relinquish his own Vice- 
Chancellorship from the same university. 
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In April 1964 I assumed duty at the University of Malaya, Kuala 
Lumpur, as the first Professor and Head of the Department of Chinese 
Studies. I was fortunate to find the department being taken care of by the 
Acting Head, Professor Wolfgang Franke, from Hamburg University, who 
came to Kuala Lumpur as a Visiting Professor. Wolfgang Franke was one of 
the leading Sinologists in Europe and he was at the university to offer advice 
whenever needed. He came to visit the department quite regularly, and 
eventually, it turned out that he lived in Kuala Lumpur for a longer period 
than me. Cheng Te-k’un also visited the department during his sabbaticals in 
Cambridge. Hence the department was well-placed in maintaining Western 
traditions. I had to think of ways to satisfy the Chinese-educated community. 

In 1965 I approached my Vice-Chancellor, Sir Alexander Oppenheim, 
to ask for funding to invite Professor Wang Shu-min ZEiKft from the 
Academia Sinica to be the department’s Visiting Professor for three years. 
Oppenheim was quite supportive, but he needed the support of the Dean of 
Arts, who was then the Professor of Indian Studies. He called for a meeting 
involving the three of us and asked the Dean for his opinion. With a smile 
the Dean said that it was a good idea, but added that the six other depart- 
ments in the Arts Faculty, especially his own department, should each be 
allocated the post of a Visiting Professor as well. Oppenheim remained silent 
and looked towards my direction. I asked whether the Dean would raise the 
same issue if funding came from outside sources. He smiled again and 
answered that he would certainly not. The brief meeting ended and as soon 
as I got back to my department I wrote to Dr Dato’ Lee Kong Chian about 
what happened and asked him for his help. He did not answer me directly, 
but the following week the Registrar received a letter from the Lee Foundation 
saying that it would be willing to provide funding for the appointment of 
Professor Wang Shu-min as Visiting Professor for as long as the University 
wished to retain his services. Oppenheim called another meeting of the three 
of us. After reading the letter from Lee Foundation with a smile, Oppenheim 
asked the Dean if he had any objection. “Certainly not” answered the Dean, 
also with a smile. 

Wang Shu-min had been a Visiting Professor at the University of 
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Singapore. On one occasion he and I had lunch together with Dato’ Lee Kong 
Chian at his Garden luncheon club. Later I also succeeded in inviting Dr 
Chien Mu to join the department as Visiting Professor. At one stage 
my department also obtained the help of the linguist Dr Jou Bienming Ji'd M : 
liJ:J to teach the Chinese romanisation system to beginners. At the suggestion 
of Wang Gungwu’s father, Mr Wang Fo-wen, I appointed Chen Tieh-fan 
ft/L from Nanyang University as Senior Lecturer in the department. In 1965 
I recruited Su Ying-hui W-'M'M- from Taiwan to join our teaching staff. 
Before I assumed duty two members of the teaching staff were already on 
board. One of them was a Senior Lecturer in the person of Cheng Hsi ©fl®, 
who later left to become a full professor at the University of Iowa. The other 
was a Lecturer, Chen Chi-yun who was then writing his Ph.D. 

dissertation for presentation to Harvard University and who later left to 
become a full professor at the University of California, Santa Barbara. Chen 
Hsi and Chen Chi-yun did not remain in the department very long. Will- 
iam Dolby, a research student of Van der Loon, and Dr Magdelene Dewall, 
a former research student of Cheng Te-k’un, came as replacements. 

During my first few years in Kuala Lumpur, I believed that my depart- 
ment had a line-up of teaching staff that any university would be proud of. 
For example, Cheng Te-k’un designed a course entitled “Outline of Chinese 
Culture” that was taught at one time by an outstanding team — he was 
lecturing on Chinese archaeology, Wolfgang Franke on Bibliography and 
Ming history, Professor Harold Weins, Visiting Professor from Yale to the 
Geography Department, on Chinese geography, Chien Mu on neo- 
Confucianism, Wang Gungwu on overseas Chinese, Chen Chi-yun on Han 
China, Father Xaviour Thani Nayagam on Buddhism, and I on Daoism and 
Chinese science and technology. I was cautious about lectures concerning 
religion where the class included Muslim students, because of a law that 
prohibited the preaching of other religions to them. Thani Nayagam, the 
Professor of Indian Studies, was a Roman Catholic priest knowledgeable in 
the subject of Buddhism; no one could accuse him of preaching Buddhism 
when he lectured on the subject. I focused more on the philosophical side of 
Daoism, and mentioned that as a religion it accepted all others as being 
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equally capable of leading to the Way. Professor Chen Shih-hsiang ]I/f titlii 
of Berkeley, Professor Li Tien-yi of Yale and Ohio and Professor Liu 

Ts’un-yan fylfyf . had acted successively as departmental external examiners 
for the B.A. examinations during my term of office. 

It was fortunate that the Ministry of Education under the Japanese 
government sent its Peace Corps Japanese language teachers to Kuala Lumpur 
to teach Japanese. As there was neither a Department of Japanese nor a 
language centre at the university at that time, I offered my department as 
the temporarily base for these teachers and to officially look after them. 
These teachers conducted Japanese language courses both inside and outside 
the university. From Wolfgang Franke I heard that students doing Chinese 
in leading American universities were required to gain a reading proficiency 
in Japanese. Accordingly I encouraged my students to pick Japanese as an 
optional subject. It was gratifying to see as their host that all the Japanese 
language teachers and my colleagues in the Department of Chinese Studies 
got on very well together. 

As Professor and Plead of Department, I felt that it was my responsibility 
to show academic leadership, so I needed to adapt the direction of my 
research activities to accommodate the new environment. For example, there 
was no longer any need to consider their proximity to physics, but instead 
their closeness to the Chinese culture should take priority. I tried to relate 
my research activities to the research interest of my colleagues. For example, 
I joined my colleagues Su Ying-hui and Chen Tieh-fan in the study of 
Daoist texts, with them looking after textual matters while I concentrated 
on matters pertaining to science. Likewise I studied the references to Chi- 
nese alchemy in the poems of Bai Juyi 1=1 MM and Lu You Rfrisf together 
with Goh Thean Chye and the content of science in Li Ruzhen’s fy 

novel Jinghuayuan with Yu Wang Luen gj lEt'k. Another 

colleague, Ang Tian Se ffyTvKM, asked me to suggest a topic for his Ph.D. 
thesis. I advised him to make a full study of Yixing’s contributions to science 
in 8th-century Tang China. I wrote my publications mainly in English, but 
sometimes I wrote them in Chinese to avoid accusations that a Professor of 
Chinese of Chinese origin in a Chinese environment did not publish any- 
thing in Chinese, and also to avoid dissociating myself from colleagues who 
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published solely in the Chinese language. I also began publishing in the 
Japanese language in Japanese journals. 35 

A Widening Horizon 

When I was in Singapore I had visited England, Spain and the US solely on 
academic grounds, and had twice visited Hong Kong for social and recre- 
ational purposes. On my way to my destinations I had also visited France, 
Italy, Colombo and Bombay (now Mumbai) as a tourist. Like the proverbial 
frog leaving the well, those were the first few hops to see the outside world. 
My new appointment in Kuala Lampur had greatly widened my horizons. 
Soon after I assumed duty, the Dean of Arts, Robert Ho, nominated me as 
a university representative to attend a Leverhulme conference on extra-mural 
education held at the University of Hong Kong. That was in the month of 
October, when a number of important university functions were held. I was 
invited to several of them, including the ceremony to lay the foundation 
stone for the Robert Black College by the Governor of Hong Kong, Sir 
Robert Black himself. I could hardly dream that, 20 years later, I was to 
become the Master of that College. 

Part of my duties involved dealing with foreign diplomats in Kuala 
Lumpur. On the American side, I assisted the Ford Foundation, the Asia 
Foundation, the Esso Foundation as well as the American-Malaysian Asso- 
ciation to select candidates to receive financial support from them to study 
in the US. Likewise I offered my assistance to the Alliance Francaise. As 
mentioned earlier I provided a base for Japanese language teachers from the 
Peace Corps. Later the Japanese Ministry of Education sent out university 
teachers to replace them. The Japan Foundation also sent Visiting Professors 
to the Faculty of Arts, and I helped to make them feel welcomed. These 
visitors provided me a good opportunity to practise my Japanese, and I 
made many friends. Since Wolfgang Franke was a leading Sinologist in 


35 See Ho, P.Y. (1972), “Maraiya Daigaku ni okeru kagakushi no ici ni kansuru 
hogoku”, Kagakushi kenkyu 7 7 1 h ' h & ^ Jv.St ^ T 4> JU ef, 

11:92-94. 
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Germany and many German Sinologists in those days had studied under his 
father, Professor Otto Franke. German Sinologists passing through Kuala 
Lumpur would make it a point to see him. He would always try to arrange 
for me to meet them as well. He was also a friend of the German ambassa- 
dor in Kuala Lumpur. I thus had good contact with both German Sinologists 
and the German Embassy. In the 1960s the Republic of China had a Consul- 
General office in Kuala Lumpur, headed by Mr Chang Chung-jen .. 

My colleagues from Taiwan maintained friendly relation with him. He sent 
his daughter to study for a degree in my department. Thus, on their na- 
tional days, my wife and I were often invited to the respective embassy to 
join in the celebration. 

Early in 1965 I received a Carnegie Corporation of New York travel 
grant to visit Yale University in New Haven, Connecticut. My former teacher, 
Professor Derek J. de Solla Price, who taught me applied mathematics at 
Raffles College, was then the Head of the Department of the History of 
Science and Medicine at Yale. Since I last met him in Ithaca in 1962, he had 
been trying to get me over to Yale for a period, pending the procurement of 
a travel grant. He arranged for a joint invitation from the Council of East 
Asian Studies under Professor Arthur Wright and the Department of History 
of Science and Medicine to me to visit Yale for a period of three months. 
Hearing about my visit to North America, Wolfgang Franke provided me 
with a list of Sinologists, whom I ought to call upon in order to make myself 
known. Accordingly, accompanied by my wife, we made Berkeley our first 
stop. There we called on Chen Shi-hsiang, who invited Professor Chao 
yuan-ren iseLjtii and Mrs Chao to join us at a Chinese restaurant for 
lunch. When I asked Chen Shi-hsiang whether he would be available to go 
to Kuala Lumpur as a Visiting Professor, he asked whether I would be free 
to visit Berkeley instead. We visited Stanford University and met Professor 
James Liu. Unfortunately he was too busy then and I did not have much of 
a chance to talk to him. The next time I saw him was more than 20 years 
later when we were guests of Professor John C.Y. Wong jlfif ^ of Stanford. 
James Liu talked about his impending appointment with his medical doctor 
about his esophagus and left early. That was the second and last time I saw 
him. In Yale I met Arthur Wright, Professor Mary Wright, Professor Han 
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Frankel as well as Professor Li Tien-yi. I took the opportunity to ask Li Tien- 
yi to serve as the next external examiner when Chen Shi-hsiang’s three-year 
term expired. During a visit to New York we went to Columbia University 
hoping to meet Professor Chiang Yee of “Silent Traveller” fame after 

the name he used in his several books of travel and a friend of Rayson 
Huang. Chiang Yee happened to be away from his office, but Professor Hsia 
Chih-ching U.tLhVj' hosted us to lunch at the Golden Bamboo Restaurant 
on behalf of his colleague and friend. 

In New York a friend, Mr P.W. Parsons, whom I first met in Cambridge, 
England, took us to the Harvard Club of New York for lunch. Professor Fred 
Hung (Hung Fu was then a Visiting Professor at the Geography 

Department of Yale University. He became our downstairs neighbour whom 
we often invited to join us for a meal. He took us in his new car to Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, to see his elder brother Professor William Hung (Hung Wei- 
lian). William Hung asked Professor Yang Lien-sheng fyiRJT to join us for 
dinner at his residence, but he was unable to attend as he had to play host to 
his visitor, Professor Li Chi I only managed to meet Yang Lien-sheng 

more than 20 years later in Hong Kong at the home of Cheng Te-k’un. We 
visited Nathan Sivin in Boston, and on a tour to Harvard University guided 
by a Malaysian friend Dr S.T. Leong (WcMM.), we met Professor John 
Fairbank. 

At Yale I gave a public lecture on the Chinese elixir of life. It was held 
at the Department of Anatomy. I introduced my lecture by asking why it 
was arranged to take place there. Should my host expect me to verify the 
power of the elixir, which the ancient Chinese alchemists believed to be able 
to resurrect the dead, by testing it on the cadaver kept nearby, I would have 
to offer my apologies for not having any elixir with me. At the Department 
of he History of Science and Medicine I joined Dr Bernard Goldstein in 
writing a paper on the 1006 supernova for The Astronomical Journal? 6 

The new Vice-Chancellor of the University of Singapore, Lim Tay Boh, 
asked me to find out from Dr Nelson Wu of Yale University whether he would 


36 See Goldstein, B.R. and Ho, P.Y. (1965), “The 1006 Supernova in Far Eastern 
Sources”, The Astronomical Journal, 70.9:748-753. 
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consider accepting an offer from Singapore to be the Curator of the Museum 
of Art in his university. I got Li Tien-yi to introduce me to Nelson Wu. As 
that was the first time we met, I did not raise the question of Singapore but 
arranged to see each other again in the near future. Then news came that 
two senior members of the staff in Yale had lost their tenure, and one of 
them was Nelson Wu. Thinking that my chance had come, I went to see Li 
Tien-yi and told him my intention to speak to Nelson Wu. Li Tien-yi, being 
a close friend of his, told me that he was considering the 11 offers that he 
had already received. Knowing that my friend Lim Tay Boh would stand no 
chance in competing against American universities and museums, I aborted 
my attempt to see Nelson Wu. I was already aware of the geographical 
vastness of North America; my American schoolteacher had taught me about 
thinking big, because there were other countries in the world with vast areas. 
At Berkeley I was amazed to find out that the budget for the Lawrence 
Laboratory alone far exceeded that of the State of Singapore, and here there 
were the large number of academic openings available for one to choose. I 
had broadened my horizons of the outside world. 

On the personal side my third cousin, Paul S. Ho (fnT;l|} l= [ =l ), a Professor 
in Electronics at Cornell University, visited us and stayed overnight at our 
apartment at Yale. Paul later joined IBM and then moved to Houston. In New 
York City we met Bevan E. Foo (Foo Eng Lan), a former student of mine in 
St. Michael’s Institution in Ipoh, who was then working with Pan American 
Airlines. He and his wife took us to Chinatown for lunch. When we left 
New York on a TWA flight to San Francisco we were surprised to find Bevan 
coming on board. When I asked him why he took a TWA and not a PanAM 
flight, he answered that he came only to bid us farewell and that as a ground 
engineer he was allowed to board the plane. 

We returned to Kuala Lumpur by way of Japan. Although I stayed 
overnight at the Nikko Hotel in Ginza en route to Hawaii and Los Angeles, 
that was only a scheduled stopover of Japan Air Lines and I only got to see 
Tokyo through the bus window late at night and early in the morning. My 
first real visit to Japan was in 1965. In Tokyo I searched for ancient Japanese 
astronomical records with the help of Shigeru Nakayama. In Kyoto I visited 
the Jimbun kagaku kenkyusho of Kyoto University and was invited to din- 
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ner by Kiyosi Yabuuti at the Kyoto Hotel. There I met all the senior mem- 
bers of that Institute. We then went to Kobe and Osaka. In Kobe we visited 
my old Japanese teacher, Professor Hiroshi Suguro at Kobe University. He 
arranged for his former colleagues in Ipoh to meet us. It was the first time 
that the group met since they were repatriated home after the war. My visit 
initiated their annual gathering under the name Ippokai literally 

meaning “One-Step Meeting”, but also embodying the original purpose of 
“Meeting of former Ipoh colleagues”. Annual meetings, where members dined 
together in a holiday resort and talked about old times, continued until the 
late 1990’s when old age relentlessly took its toll on the members. I had 
attended as a guest at least half a dozen of their meetings. 

The University of Malaya being new, had a shortage of staff quarters. The 
university rented a house for us, but it was inadequate for my family of five 
children and my books. It fell far short of House number 8, University, 
where we used to live in Singapore. Instead of waiting for the availability of 
proper university quarters, I decided that it was time to own a house we 
could call home and bought a house-to-be-built off the design from the 
Petaling Garden Estate. The architect for the housing estate, Lee Hong Kai, 
told me that I was once his teacher at St. Michael’s Institution, Ipoh. 
Trusting that the construction of our first house was in good hands, my wife 
and I set off for North America, and upon our return to Kuala Lumpur it 
was there ready for occupation. 

Shortly after moving into our new house I had to make a trip, again 
accompanied by my wife, to Hong Kong and Taiwan to interview candidates 
who had applied for a post of lectureship in the Department of Chinese 
Studies at my university. Our plane landed in Hong Kong at a time of civil 
commotion, and we were escorted to our hotel under guard. Professor Lo 
Hsiang-lin -Fllfjifs who had recently been appointed Head of the Depart- 
ment of Chinese at the University of Hong Kong, let me use one of his 
departmental offices for interviewing the candidates. 

We received an official reception from the Ministry of Education upon 
our arrival at Taipei. The Ministry also arranged for me to interview candi- 
dates at the Taipei Medical School. There was also an invitation to dinner 
from the Minister Yen Chen-hsing If'iJJU U. Doubtlessly the Consul-General 
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in Kuala Lumpur, Chang Chung-ren, had made all these arrangements for 
us. Su Ying-hui, a classical scholar and specialist in Dunhuang studies, was 
the successful candidate for the post in Kuala Lumpur. We visited the 
Academia Sinica in Nankang, where Wang Shu-min introduced us to the 
President, Dr Chien Ssu-liang ifyfyfy c. We also met the Korean scholar 
Professor Cha Chu Whan fyli-fy, a specialist in the poet Tao Yuanming P^l 
id'l fJJ . Wang Shu-min invited us to dinner at the Ermei Restaurant which 
served Siquan food. He also invited his colleagues at the Chinese Depart- 
ment of the National Taiwan University to join the party. There we met 
some of the leading traditional Chinese scholars, including Professor Mao 
Tze-shui fy f/\i, Professor Tai Ching-nungn 1 fff/fy, Professor Chang Ching 
'jfyK, Professor Chu Wan-li and Professor Li Hsiao-ting On 

the personal side, I visited the headquarters of the Radio Broadcasting 
Station to pay my respects to my father’s old friend, Mr Liang Han-chao 
If:®, who had acted as best man during my parents’ marriage in China. My 
wife and I also took a brief holiday at the Sun Moon Lake, visiting Taichung 
along the way. 

I first found myself being dragged into university politics in 1965. A seat 
in the University Council for a Senate representative fell vacant. A member 
in Senate, who once stood as a candidate for the post of Vice-Chancellor, 
was in the running, but some of the professors tried to stop him by putting 
me up as a candidate, thinking that my connections with the three Faculties 
of Arts, Science and Medicine would come in useful. I won with two-thirds 
of the votes and became a Member of Council for a term of three years. 

When I reported to Lim Tay Boh, the Vice-Chancellor of the University 
of Singapore, on the outcome of my meeting with Nelson Wu in Yale, he 
had another proposition to make. The Head of Department of the Chinese 
Department at his university had retired, and he wished me to return to 
Singapore to become the Professor and Head of that Department. Being 
personal friends, I could tell him frankly that if I were to help him to solve 
his problem in this manner, I would create a new problem for my university 
in Kuala Lumpur. I suggested to him the names of three scholars whose 
knowledge of Chinese was better than mine and also advised him on the 
choice of two assessors, one was Chien Mu to satisfy the Chinese-educated 
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and the other was Denis Twitchett to satisfy the Sinologists. He eventually 
decided to invite Jao Tsung-i to take up the Chair of Chinese in the Univer- 
sity of Singapore. 

Oppenheim retired as Vice-Chancellor of the University of Malaya in 
1 966 and Rayson Huang was appointed Acting Vice-Chancellor for a one- 
year period. Rayson Huang appointed me to act for him as Chairman of the 
Joint Publication Committee for the University of Malaya Press and the 
Malaysian Branch of the Oxford University Press. The two presses produced 
a number of academic publications mainly concerning Southeast Asia. Rayson 
Huang also made me deputise for him as member of the Loke Yew Scholar- 
ship Board, but the Board had never met. Before the formation of ASEAN, 
the three countries of Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines got together to 
form an Association of Southeast Asia — ASA for short. The Malaysian 
government appointed me as one of its representatives for the second ASA 
education conference held in Bangkok. 

The term of Professor Xaviour Thani Nayagam as the Dean of Arts was 
to expire in 1 967. At the early stage of the University of Malaya few profes- 
sors would eye this post. Wang Gungwu was the first Dean of Arts in the 
university in 1962, but he relinquished the post when he was appointed to 
the Chair of History. The Deanship went to Robert Ho, Professor of 
Geography, who used to refer to himself as the top office boy in the Faculty. 
Robert Ho did not remain Dean for long; he left Kuala Lumpur to become 
Professor of Geography at the National Australian University, Canberra. His 
successor was Thani Nayagam. One evening three professorial colleagues 
from the Faculty of Arts took me out for dinner at a Chinese restaurant in 
Kuala Lumpur where they persuaded me to take up the Deanship. By then 
Needham had already been asking me when I would return to Cambridge. 
I promised to take it up for only one year, saying that my sabbatical leave 
would be due in 1968 for my return to Cambridge. 

In April 1967 I became the Dean of Arts. Since I became an ex-officio 
Member of the University Council, I had relinquished my post as Senate 
representative. A new Vice-Chancellor had arrived in the person of Dr James 
Griffiths from Magdalen College, Oxford. His term of appointment was 
only for one year, as the University hoped to find a local candidate to fill that 
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office. One of his early meetings with the deans concerned a state visit to 
Malaysia by President Ferdinand Marcos of the Philippines. In a letter from 
the Prime Minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman in his capacity as Chancellor of 
the University, the University was asked to consider conferring an Plonorary 
Degree on the visitor to reciprocate the Honorary Degree that the Prime 
Minister received during his state visit to the Philippines. Dr Griffiths said 
that although the letter came as a request one had to take it as an order, 
whereby he requested the Dean of Arts, in the same vein as the letter, to be 
the Public Orator for the conferment of an Honorary Degree of Doctor of 
Law on President Marcos. I performed my duty accordingly. I went to 
Manila, representing the Malaysian government in the third ASA education 
conference. That was the last conference of that nature; ASA was soon to be 
replaced by ASEAN. 

The Asian and North African Congress would hold its international 
conference in Ann Arbor at the University of Michigan in the summer of 
1967. While I was sitting in the Dean’s office contemplating applying to 
the university for a travel grant to enable me to attend the conference, a 
telephone call came from the Vice-Chancellor’s office about a message from 
the American Embassy. The message said that the embassy had some excess 
funds for the year, and if the Dean of Arts had any intention to visit the 
US he would be welcomed as a guest. It looked as if someone could read 
my mind over there. I accepted the offer spontaneously and visited North 
America under the Leaders and Specialists Programme. My first stop was 
Washington, DC, where the State Department arranged for me to stay at 
the Windsor Hotel. I called at the State Department for a briefing and to 
draw up a plan of my visit. I said that the main purpose of my visit was 
to attend the conference in Michigan, and that a friend had reserved a room 
for me at the Harvard Club of New York to enable me to stop over and 
discuss an academic paper on Chinese astronomy. While I was talking to 
my host, he received a message that there was a young lady waiting outside 
to see me. My host asked me who she was. I said that she was an American 
scholar, who had come to see me in Kuala Lumpur while doing research 
on Chinese women in Malaysia. After introducing my visitor to my host, 
I said, “Her interest is in Chinese women.” With a smile she added, “Only 
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academically.” My host then asked her what she was doing. She answered 
that she just got back from her research in Malaysia and would soon be 
looking for a job. My host then asked her to see him afterwards for an 
interview for a post in his department. It was a pleasant surprise to find 
things could happen this way. 

The State Department arranged for me to visit the Smithsonian Institute 
before I left Washington, DC. In New York City my friend brought me to 
the New York City Library to write a paper on the 1054 Crab Nebula 
together with a librarian of that Library. The paper later appeared in Vistas 
in Astronomy. ,7 As it was the State Department that arranged for me to attend 
the conference in Ann Arbor, my name tag carried Washington, DC as my 
address. I delivered a paper on astronomy in Ming China. The editor of the 
Journal of Asian History was present during my presentation. He asked for a 
copy of my delivery for publication in his journal. 38 

The State Department also provided me a return air ticket to Montreal 
to view the Exhibition. However, shortage of time prevented me from visit- 
ing Canada and I had to return the unused tickets to Washington. I met a 
large number of eminent scholars of Asian studies at the conference and also 
some old friends. I wrote a report to the American ambassador on my visit 
upon my return to Kuala Lumpur. In the same year of 1966 I contributed 
five articles to the Dictionary of Scientific Biography , edited by Professor 
Charles Gillespie of Princeton. 39 One of these articles was selected for special 
mention in a review of the DSB in the New Yorker . 4o 


37 See Ho, P.Y., Paar, F.W. and Parsons, PW. (1971), “The Chinese Guest Star of 
1054 and the Crab Nebula”, Vistas in Astronomy, 13:1-13. 

38 See Ho, P.Y. (1969), “The Astronomical Bureau in Ming China” , Journal of Asian 
History, 3.2:135-157. 

3 ' ) See Ho, P.Y. (1971), “Ch’in Chiu-shao, 13th-Century Chinese Mathematician”, 
Dictionary of Scientific Biography, American Council of Learned Societies (Baltimore), 
3:249-256; Ho, P.Y. (1971), “Chu Shih-chieh, 13th-Century Chinese 
Mathematician”, Dictionary of Scientific Biography, ibid. 3:265-271; Ho, P.Y. (1973), 
“Li Chih, 13th-Century Chinese Mathematician”, ibid. 8:313-320; Ho, PY. (1973), 
“Liu Hui, 13th-Century Chinese Mathematician”, ibid. 8: 418-424, and Ho, P.Y. 
(1976), “Yang Hui, 13th-Century Chinese Mathematician”, ibid. 14:538-546. 

40 June 16, 1980, 117-121, esp. pp.119-120. 
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In January 1968 I attended a symposium on the History of Chinese 
Science organised by Dr George Wong at the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong and presented a paper on chemical information contained in the Chi- 
nese pharmacopoeias. 41 In the 1960s the number of scholars engaged in 
research into the history of Chinese science was not that many. Needham 


SECRET 


UNIVERSITY OI'iALAIA 
TY 

Pantai Valley, 
Kuala Lumpur. 

March 25, 1968. 


Professor Ho Peng Yoke, 
Department of Chinese Studj es. 
University of Malaya. 


Dear Professor Ho, 

The Committee appointed by the Chancellor of the 
University of Malaya to recommend a suitable person for the 
appointment of Vice-Chancellor, has been considering several 
nominations and I am pleased to inform you that your name is among 
those being considered. While the Committee appreciates that 
some of those nominated may not wish to bo considered for appoint- 
ment, we in the Committee nevertheless felt it necessary to have the 
curriculum vitae of all those who have been nominated. 

I shall be grateful therefore if you will assist the 
Committee by providing your curriculum vitae on the lines of the 
attached form. It should be sent to the Registrar, University of 
Malaya, Pantai Valley, Kuala Lumpur. 

Your assistance will be much appreciated by my Committee. 


Yours sincerely. 



Chairman, 

Vice-Chancellorship Committee, 
University of Malaya. 


Figure 7 Letter from Chairman, Vice-Chancellorship Committee 


See Ho, P.Y. (1958), “Alchemy of Stones and Minerals in Chinese 
Pharmacopoeias”, The Chung Chi Journal , 7:155-170. 
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and the few historians of Chinese science in China were not present at this 
conference. Kiyosi Yabuuti, Shigeru Nakayama and Nathan Sivin were there. 

The term of office of Dr Griffiths as Vice-Chancellor of the University 
of Malaya expired in 1968. The University Council set up a Search 
Committee, with Tan Sri Ismail Ali as Chairman, to look for a new Vice- 


UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON 

SEATTLE, WASHINGTON 98105 

26 December 1967 


Far Eastern and Russian Institute 


Irofessor Ho Peng Yoke 
University of Malaya 
Pantai Valley 
Kuala Lumpur, Malaya 

Efear Professor Ho: 

I wanted to discuss with you the feasibility of inviting you 
to join our Institute for a year on a guest professorship arrangement. 
Wb have such a position available for the academic year 1968-69, and 
if this idea fits into your general inclinations and your time schedule 
we would feel greatly honored if you would be willing to share your 
expertise and your scholarship with us and our students. 

Under this arrangement you would be expected to give during all 
three quarters (our University is running on the quarter system) a 
reading seminar for advanced graduate students. This seminar is not 
so much meant to elucidate linguistic and philological problems; the 
students are expected to have already a certain mastery of these 
questions when they come to you. It is' rather tailored toward expos- 
ing the students to a wider variety of texts and the focus would be 
on the content of these texts. The choice of the texts would be yours. 
Generally they have been taken in the past (Professor Hsiao Kung- 
ch’uan was the one who used to give this course) from the field of 
intellectual history. 

In addition we would very much like you to give eadh quarter a 
course or a seminar pertaining to your special field of interest. 

For these we would expect your proposals so that they can be put on 
the program. They might include, if you so choose, one course for 
advanced undergraduates not necessarily only for those in Chinese 
studies (that is to say without the language requirement) on the 
History of Chinese Science. 

If you are interested I would be happy to have your curriculum 
vitae. I look forward to hearing from you. 

Sincerely yours, 

OS-y' 7 

George K. Taylor 

Director 


Figure 8 Letter from Seattle 
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Chancellor. I received a letter of invitation from the Chairman asking me to 
submit my curriculum vitae for consideration by the Board. I thanked him 
for noticing me, but requested that he did not need to proceed with my case 
any further. I was about to apply for my sabbatical to return to Cambridge. 
Following the retirement of Professor K.C. Hsiao i'l'.f at the University 
of Washington, I received an invitation from Seattle to teach the history of 
ideas, with an emphasis on scientific ideas, as a temporary measure to fill the 
vacancy. I sent my apologies and declined the offer because of my earlier 
commitment to Needham. 


Second Visit to Cambridge 

Meanwhile Needham kept asking me to return to Cambridge, and in one of 
his letters he said that he was waiting for the definite date of my arrival so that 
he could plan to put things aside in order to work together with me on the 
final drafts of the alchemy section of Science and Civilisation in China, 
volume 5. By April 1968 I had already put in four years of service in my 
university and was entided to take eight months’ sabbatical on full salary with 
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Figure 9 Letter from Needham 
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an overseas living allowance and return air travel expenses. I relinquished my 
Deanship of the Faculty of Arts and proceeded to Cambridge. Needham was 
then the Master of Gonville and Caius College, and lived in the Master 
Lodge. He put me up in a room at the west wing of the Lodge. We worked 
together for about a month and completed the final drafts of what finally 
turned out to be the two sub-volumes Part 3 and Part 4 of volume 5. 

By then Needham had exceeded the retirement age for Cambridge 
University, although a Master of a College need not abide by this regulation 
and could serve a few years longer. He thought ahead and told me that if 
Dorothy Needham were to survive him his books would impose a heavy tax 
burden on her. Accordingly he formed a Trust to take possession of his 
books. I witnessed the signature of one of the five trustees, Dr George Salt, 
FRS. The other four were Peter George Burbidge, Lu Gwei-Djen, Eric 
Betrand Ceadel and Walter Brian Harland. This was the modest beginning 
of the Needham Research Institute Trust. Burbidge, the Production Man- 
ager of Cambridge University Press, which was responsible for bringing out 
the Science and Civilisation in China series, and a trusted friend of Needham, 
was the Chairman of the Trust. 

I was away from Cambridge for three days visiting West Germany. 
Wolfgang Franke on behalf of the Chinese Department and the Astronomy 
Department of Hamburg University invited me to Hamburg to give a lecture. 
I also contributed two articles to the China Handhuch , 42 

My wife visited me in Cambridge together with our son Yik Hong and 
our third daughter Sook Kee during their school holidays in July and August. 
They stayed together with me at the Lodge and we often had our meals 
together with the Needhams and Lu Gwei-Djen. One evening Needham 
poured each of us a glass of wine and said, “Let us rise to toast to the new 
yangguizi f (foreign devil) of Britain.” He then added that Lu Gwei- 
Djen had become a British citizen and that she often teased him with that tide. 
On another occasion Lu Gwei-Djen remarked that there were three Masters 


42 See Ho, E Y. (1974), “Kalendar und Datierung”, China-Handbuch (Hamburg), 
pp. 602-606 and Ho, P.Y. (1974), “Astronomie”, ibid. pp. 63-64. 
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around — one was Needham, another was my son and the third was the dish 
master in the kitchen. 

Needham no longer had his Armstrong-Siddley convertible, having 
changed it for a blue Ford Contina. Lu Gwei-Djen told me that he did not 
like the original blue colour of the car and had it repainted to match the 
Chinese porcelain blue, known as jingtailan TA rrrf- > named after the source 
of production that made Chinese porcelain so famous. The final result was 
not a perfect match, but Needham had to make do with it. I was partly sad 
and partly amused when I saw Needham locking up his new car. The last 
time I was in Cambridge, when Needham saw me locking up my car, he 
told me that Cambridge people did not do such a thing. I replied saying 
that I gready admired and respected the honesty of the people in Cambridge, 
but if I were to get into their habit of leaving my car unlocked, I would lose 
it very quickly when I returned to my own country. When I saw Needham 
locking up his Ford Cortina, I felt sorry that Cambridge had changed. Ten 
years ago when we left for a tour in Scotland, we had absent-mindedly left 
our door key in the keyhole. We returned after 10 days — everything was 
intact, including my wife’s diamond wedding ring which was left on the table 
in the sitting room. Newspaper vendors then would leave their papers in the 
verandah, leaving some money behind for customers to make payment and 
collect their change. We were deeply impressed by the peaceful conditions of 
the town and the honesty of the people. 

There was a Daoism conference to be held at Villa Serbollini in Lake 
Bellagio, Italy. The organiser of this conference was originally Ffelmut 
Wilhelm from the University of Washington, but because of ill-health Arthur 
Wright took over. Both Nathan Sivin and I had received invitations to 
attend. Needham had not received any, but he seemed keenly interested in 
the conference. Arthur Wright and Charles Gillespie were the two major 
critics of Needham’s work, but Needham had not met either of them before. 
Needham hesitated to write to Arthur Wright, unsure if he would be 
welcomed. I wrote quietly to Nathan Sivin, asking him to speak to Arthur 
Wright. An invitation to Needham from Arthur Wright soon followed. When 
the two of them met later in Italy, they greeted each other like old friends 
meeting after a long absence. Nathan Sivin and I looked on with a smile 
that would be better expressed by the Chinese phrase huixin weixiao 
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— a gentle smile arising from mutual understanding of the issue. Needham 
was unaware of what we did and did not take any notice of us. 

Although Arthur Wright was one of Needham’s major critics, at this 
conference they became great friends. Upon his return to Yale Arthur Wright 
decided to raise funds in the US to support Needham’s work. Dr Thomas H. 
C. Lee ■'t' 'J/di { informed me that when he visited his teacher Arthur Wright 
at Yale in the summer of 1976, he heard him talking about raising funds to 
support Needham. Unfortunately a few days later Arthur Wright collapsed 
while playing golf and died. Dr Cliff A. Shillinglaw of Coca-Cola Inc. 
established the US Branch of the East Asian History of Science Foundation 
in 1977. However, it was no longer possible to find another Needham 
supporter like Arthur Wright, who was a much-respected scholar with 
substantial financial means to enable him to rub shoulders with the wealthy 
in the United States. For example, he only needed to speak to the Rockefeller 
Foundation to obtain the use of Villa Serbollini Bellagio for the conference 
on Daoism. His colleague as well as a mutual friend of Needham, Derek de 
Solla Price, joined the US Branch for a few years until his untimely death in 
1983. 

Before the Daoism conference, I had to attend the 12th International 
Congress held in Paris first. My wife and our two children accompanied me 
to Paris, where we stayed in the Hotel de France et Choiseul along rue Saint- 
Horore, the same hotel as the Needhams and Fu Gwei-Djen. While Needham 
and I attended the Paris meeting, Dorothy Needam and Fu Gwei-Djen 
enjoyed themselves playing Scrabble, sometimes watched by my children. 
Dorothy Needham and Gwei-Djen often played Scrabble together. In 
Cambridge Dorothy’s sister, Muriel Moyle, sometimes joined them, but not 
Needham. Fu Gwei-Djen said that Needham did try, but because of his 
inclination to form long words he lost the game to his opponents who gained 
more points from short words that were strategically placed. 

I found myself in a rather awkward position when I went to the session 
at which Needham was to present his paper. The chairman for the session 
was absent, and Needham proposed that I take the chair, which was unani- 
mously agreed. Needham presented his paper, but intruded into the time 
slot for the next speaker. I indicated to him that his time was up, but it was 
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no avail. I sat there anxiously, not knowing what to do. Needham ended his 
delivery only after he had used up more than twice his allocated time. He 
received warm applause from his audience. This incident which caused me 
great anxiety turned out to be a blessing; the next two speakers did not show 
up to read their papers. When my turn came to present my paper, I spoke 
on alchemy in Ming China. 43 I chose the Ming period because of the interest 
and expertise of my colleague Wolfgang Franke in that particular period of 
Chinese history. 

After the conference in Paris I took my family by car to Cannes and then 
through the southern coast of France to Italy until we reached Rome. From 
Rome I saw my family off at the airport, as they had to be back in Kuala 
Lumpur for the new school term. I then took a train to Milan, where a car 
from the Villa Serbonilli picked me up for the venue of the Daoism 
conference. The villa was a property of the Rockefeller Foundation, which 
acted as our host. Needham attended this conference with his wife, while Lu 
Gwei-Djen went to London to visit the family of Professor Benjamin Platt, 
who was the head of the Henry Lester Medical Institute in Shanghai, where 
she worked before she went to Cambridge in 1937 to do a doctoral degree 
under the supervision of Dorothy Needham. 44 

1969 Edward Hume Lecture at Yale 

Having completed the drafts for the alchemy sub-section, I returned to Kuala 
Lumpur with the feeling that my collaboration with Needham had come to 
a happy ending. I did not know then that Needham had other things in 
mind for me. Back in Kuala Lumpur I received a second letter from the 
University of Washington asking me to reconsider its offer. Having already 
used up all my sabbatical leave, there was no way for me to leave the univer- 


43 See Ho, P.Y. (1971), “Alchemy in Ming China”, Actes Xllth International Congress 
of History of Science (Paris), 3A:1 19-123. 

44 Benjamin Platt was back in London as a professor in the School of Tropical 
Medicine. One of his students, Dr Cartwright, became the family doctor of Needham 
and Lu Gwei-Djen during the last years of their lives. 
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sity for any long period of time. Reluctantly I had to decline once again the 
offer from Seattle. 

The University of Malaya had already appointed a new Vice- 
Chancellor in the person of Professor Ungku Aziz, formerly the 
Dean of the Faculty of Economics. A pleasant duty that he enjoyed 
in his early career as Vice-Chancellor was perhaps to play host 
to Crown Prince Akihito and Princess Michiko of Japan when the 
royal couple visited the University of Malaya in the afternoon of 
20 February 1969. As a holder of a doctoral degree from Waseda University, 
Ungku Aziz was able to converse fluently in Japanese with his guests. I sat 
nearby behind them during the reception ceremony, where students from 
the university sang a number of Japanese songs. When they sang the song 
yashi no mi flf ® (the cocoanut) Princess Michiko discarded protocol and 
walked towards the students to join them in their singing. That surprised 
and delighted everyone. 

I was re-elected member of the University Council as a representative of 
the Senate. Wang Gungwu had left the university to succeed C.P. Fitzgerald 
as Professor and Head of the Department of Far Eastern History in the 
School of Pacific Studies at the Australian National University. Rayson Huang, 
who was then the Professor of Chemistry, was the Chairman of the Techni- 
cal Sub-Committee of the new Tunku Abdul Rahman College which the 
founders and organisers hoped would become a university in the future. It 
took 35 years for their dream to be realised when the Tunku Rahman Uni- 
versity was established in 2003. Rayson Huang got me into his committee 
as a member, but he soon resigned to become the Vice-Chancellor of Nanyang 
University in Singapore. At his suggestion I succeeded him as Chairman of 
the Technical Sub-Committee. Shortly afterwards the College offered me the 
post of Principal. Negotiations between the College and the University of 
Malaya resulted in a suggestion by the Vice-Chancellor that I could retain 
my post as Professor and Head of Department in the university, with the 
freedom to assist the College under the title of an Advisor, but not Principal. 
The College compromised by giving me the title of Director and provided 
me with a car and chauffeur together with a monthly allowance to compen- 
sate for the time loss resulting from my involvement with the College. 
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Yale University invited me to be the 1 969 Edward Hume Lecturer. I left 
in late April for America by way of London. It so happened that there were 
two applicants from England for a vacancy in my Department of Chinese 
Studies. It would save my time and university money if I interviewed them 
on my way taking advantage of the airfare provided by Yale. I also inter- 
viewed an applicant in London for the Chinese Librarian post on behalf of 
my university Librarian. Lu Gwei-Djen underwent a surgical operation and 
I would like to make a trip to Cambridge to visit her as well. Knowing this 
Rayson Huang asked me to drop by Peterhouse College to see someone who 
had been offered an appointment in his Chemistry Department, to find out 
when he could go to Kuala Lumpur. I accomplished all these missions, 
except that the candidate that Kuala Lumpur hoped to get invited me to 
lunch at Peterhouse and told me that Lee Kuan Yew, the Prime Minister of 
Singapore, had come personally to Cambridge to ask him to take a job back 
in Singapore. When I reported this back to Rayson Huang later, he accepted 
the facts of life with a laugh saying that he could not compete against Lee 
Kuan Yew. 

I arrived in New Haven, Connecticut, on the 1st of May. Mary Wright 
took me to see a film on China by Edgar Snow. The next day I delivered my 
lecture on the Book of Changes and Chinese science. I did not know then the 
high prestige the Edward Hume Lecture enjoyed in the circles of Asian Studies 
in North America until some 20 years later when Ho Ping-ti, who gave the 
lecture in 1970, told me so. At Yale I met my former teacher, Derek de Solla 
Price. He told me that he and his family would soon visit Kuala Lumpur. I 
promised to find them accommodation in the University of Malaya and to 
arrange a welcome dinner reception at a Chinese restaurant. I could only be 
in America for three days, because of an impending general election in 
Malaysia on the second Saturday of May. The next day my host, Arthur 
Wright, asked his colleague K.C. Chang (Chang Kuang-chih J[) to 
take me in his car to the bus terminal to catch a limousine for the Kennedy 
International Airport. 

I stopped over briefly in Tokyo, where Shigeru Nakayama took me to see 
Eri Yagi fkfK a former research student of Derek de Solla Price at Yale, 
and now a Professor at the Toyo University of Engineering. She was then at a 
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symposium on the history of science. She asked me to give a talk at the meeting, 
telling the audience about the lecture I gave at Yale. She said that as the 
organiser of the symposium she could make changes to the programme. She 
gave me the time slot originally meant for herself by telling the audience that 
it was a rare occasion for them to listen to me, whereas they had ample oppor- 
tunities to hear her speak. I spoke in Japanese and gave the original text of my 
lecture to Eri Yagi for publication in a Japanese journal. 45 That evening I called 
at the Imperial Hotel to pay a social call to the newly arrived Ambassador of 
Singapore to Japan, Professor Ang Kok Peng fjj I t ; [ jC Kok Peng and I were 
college mates in Singapore and the two of us shared the same university quar- 
ters during the early part of our teaching careers. He was staying at the hotel 
temporarily while waiting to move into his official residence. 

Before I left Kuala Lumpur for England and the US the Ambassador of 
South Korea asked me to help him find out the best way for his son to pursue 
higher education in Britain or the US. He had left Kuala Lumpur to return 
to South Korea as the new Foreign Minister when I left on my trip to Yale. 
I consulted some friends in British and American universities on the issue 
and made an overnight stopover at Seoul to report to him. 46 Figure 10 shows 
a letter written later by Choi Kyu Hah JK TU. after he became Prime 
Minister of South Korea. The letter talks about his son. 


Communal Disruption in Malaysia on 13 May 

On my return to Kuala Lumpur I started making arrangements to welcome 
Derek J. de Solla Price and his family. I found him a fellow’s flat in the 
Second Residential College of the University of Malaya, where Professor 
Thong Saw Pak, the Master of that College, was also a former student of his. 
I also reserved a table at a Peking-style restaurant for the evening of 1 3 May 


45 See Ho, P.Y. (1972), “The System of the Book of Changes and Chinese Science”, 
Japanese Studies in the History of Science, 11:23- 39 . 

46 His son took Chinese Studies as a subject at the University of Malaya. From 
Foreign Minister he later became the Prime Minister of South Korea. He was also 
briefly the President of his country. 
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REPUBLIC OF KOREA 
OFFICE OF THE PRIME MINISTER 


January 12, 1976 


Dear Professor Ho: 

Thank you for your congratulations on my 
appointment as Prime Minister of the Republic of 
Korea. 


A bit of news about my son, Yoon Hong, who 
was once your student at the University of Malaya. 
With completion of his three-year military service, 
he has now turned out to be a grown-up, and married, 
and been employed at the Korea Trade Promotion Cor- 
poration here in Seoul. 

Wishing you good health and continued success 
in your academic endeavors, I remain 

Sincerely yours, 

/^■it ' 

' CHOI, KYU HAH 
Prime Minister 


Professor Ho Peng-yoke 

Chairman, School of Modern Asian Studies 

Griffith University 

Nathan, Queensland 4111, Australia 


Figure 10 Letter from South Korean Prime Minister 


and invited Thong Saw Pak and his wife as guests so that they could come 
together with the Prices. The Prices arrived on 12 May and were fetched from 
the airport by Thong Saw Pak. I was planning to meet them the following 
day. The next day came and after I returned from work I went with Lucy to 
do some grocery shopping before getting ourselves ready to go to the 
restaurant. While shopping we heard over the radio that racial riots had 
erupted and the government had declared a state of emergency for the whole 
country. We could not go to the restaurant; Thong Saw Pak arranged for a 
special escort to take the Prices to the airport at Subang. 
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The general election saw the ruling government returning to power, but 
with its majority in the Lower House reduced. At that time the coalition 
government, the Alliance, consisted of the United Malay Nationals 
Organisation (UMNO) Party, the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) 
Party and the Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC) Party, with UMNO as the 
dominant party. The two minor parties suffered more casualties than UMNO. 
Politics sometimes have a direct bearing on the academic atmosphere in a 
university. Towards the later years of the 1960s Malays and the original 
natives of the country, together known as bumiputra, made up more than 
half the population of Malaysia, Malaysian Chinese made up about one- 
third, while the rest of the population consisted of Indians, Eurasians and 
others. While political power was in the hands of the Malays, the Chinese 
controlled much of the wealth in the private sector. Hundreds of people lost 
their lives to the riots; most of the casualties were Chinese. The Deputy 
Prime Minister, Tun Abdul Razak, declared a state of emergency and 
suspended the Senate and the House of Representatives. The National 
Operations Council, with Tun Razak as the Director of Operations, took 
over the day-to-day running of the country. The National Consultative 
Council took the place of the two Houses, but all members were appointed 
with no voting rights. They were free to discuss anything, except to propose 
a motion for voting. There was not supposed to be any showing of hands. 
The National Consultative Council started off with 65 members, government 
and unofficial. Thirteen of the unofficial members were representatives of 
professional bodies and two of them represented institutions of higher learning 
in the whole country. 

The Vice-Chancellor of the University of Malaya, Ungku Aziz, and I 
were the two representatives of institutions of higher learning. The main 
theme of discussion was how to bring about national unity and to find ways 
and means to improve the economic standard of the bumiputra. I spoke on 
several occasions, pointing out that the races in the country were all inter- 
dependent, and that while planning to improve the lot of the bumiputra , 
other races in the country should not be totally neglected. I gave the ex- 
ample of sharing a cake. Instead of giving the bumiputra a larger slice out of 
the same cake at the expense of the other races, one should plan to make a 
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larger cake — let the bumiputra have a larger piece and the others retain at 
least their former share, if not even something a little larger. It was impor- 
tant to cultivate goodwill among the different races. A Goodwill Committee, 
headed by Dato’ Hussein Onn, was formed within the National Consultative 
Council, and I was appointed a member of this committee. As mutual 
understanding of one another’s customs would help to promote goodwill, I 
wrote about the religions, taboos, popular beliefs and festivals of the Chinese. 
We encouraged different races to join their friends in their festivals. 

In the same year I received the higher doctoral degree of Doctor of 
Science from the University of Singapore. The situation that Rayson Huang 
described as a rarity concerning higher doctoral degrees among university 
staff in Singapore in the early 1950s had slightly improved by then. 
Nevertheless, Ungku Aziz and Rayson Huang both wrote to congratulate 
me; the former regarded it as an honour to his university. However, my 
higher doctoral degree in science came shortly before my academic link with 
physics finally came to an end. When I took up the appointment as Profes- 
sor of Chinese Studies at the University of Malaya in April 1 964 my profes- 
sional career as a physicist ceased automatically, but my connection with 
physics lingered on. 

Towards the later part of the 1960s, astronomers and astrophysicists 
were much excited by the discovery of pulsars, and some thought that an- 
cient astronomical records might help to discover new ones. My publication 
on Chinese records of comets and novae turned up handy. The Institute of 
Physics in London asked me to contribute an article on the applications of 
ancient Chinese astronomical observations for publication in its Physics 
Bulletin , 47 I was later elected Fellow of the Institute of Physics. A colleague 
of mine in the Faculty of Arts, Tan Sri Hamzah Sendut, became the Vice- 
Chancellor of the new Universiti Sains Malaysia in Penang. He asked me to 
join him as Professor of Physics in his university. Remembering my Cam- 
bridge experience I told him frankly that although I might be able to run 
the department and perhaps teach a few courses in physics, I would not be 


47 See Ho, P.Y. (1970), “Ancient Chinese Astronomical Records and their Modern 
Applications”, Physics Bulletin, 21:260-263. 
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able to bring credit to his university. In 1981 I became a Chartered Physicist 
by virtue of being a Fellow of the Institute of Physics, implying that I had 
legal rights to practise as a physicist in the United Kingdom. However, I had 
by then realised that what I learned in physics in the 1940s was already 
outdated, and that my professional qualifications in physics were only of 
sentimental value to me. 

Tun Abdul Razak succeeded Tunku Abdul Rahman as Prime Minister 
of Malaysia in 1970. I sat several times with him in a small group, which 
included the Deputy Prime Minster Tun Ismail and the Minister of Finance 
Tun Tan Siew Sin \ at the same table during lunchtime at Parliament 

House. I visited them at their residences on festive occasions. In 1971 Tun 
Razak declared an end to the emergency in the country and started to 
appoint his Cabinet. Tun Tan Siew Sin sent word to persuade me to join the 
Cabinet, saying that the Prime Minister had already agreed to make me a 
Minister by first appointing me a member of the Senate to bypass the nor- 
mal route of going through the House of Representatives. I was not told 
which portfolio I would be given. In any case I declined politely, saying that 
I had neither interest nor expertise in politics, preferring to remain an 
academic. I was thinking that even if I chose to join the Cabinet, my 
position would not last longer than half a year. When I mentioned this to 
my Vice-Chancellor he agreed with my decision completely. He said that it 
would not be worthwhile for me to take up any of the portfolios except that 
of education, where I would have had something to offer, but then he 
doubted that I would ever be given that job. I also told my friend Hamdan 
about the offer and what I thought. I said that I would not be able to keep 
that job for more six months for the members of the party that I would have 
to join would get at me even before members of UMNO could have a 
chance to do so. Hamdan laughed and said that he was confident that I 
would be able to survive at least for a year. I could never imagine then that 
what I feared would happen to me did happen to none other than Tun Tan 
Siew Sin himself some four years later. 

I was approached to consider a proposed position of a full-time Dean of 
Science at the University of Singapore, but I was reluctant to exchange 
research for pure administrative work. Rayson Huang offered me the post of 
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Professor and Head of the History Department at Nanyang University 
together with the Deanship of its Arts Faculty. I replied that for the time being 
I had to bring up the Tunku Abdul Rahman College, which was a responsi- 
bility handed over to me by him. I did not tell him another reason why I 
chose to stay in Kuala Lumpur at that time. I had a fight on my hands to 
defend the Department of Chinese Studies at the University of Malaya. By 
then I was one of the most senior professors in the university and enjoyed 
the trust of both the university authorities and the government. In the 
Department of Chinese Studies I had the full cooperation and friendship of 
my colleagues. I owed it to my university as well as to my colleagues not to 
desert them in their time of need. 

Disputes between the history department and the Chinese department 
in a university over the teaching of Chinese history, or between a single 
discipline department and an area-studies department over the teaching of 
the discipline concerned relating to the area, are not uncommon. I was 
fortunate not to have encountered any such problem during the early period 
of my service at the University of Malaya. In fact, instead of disputes I had 
full cooperation from my fellow departmental heads. The heads of the his- 
tory department and the Indian Studies department participated in giving 
students in my department the benefit of their expertise. The geography 
department did likewise with their visiting professor from Yale. Nobody had 
thought of the changes in the university atmosphere that came in the wake 
of the civil riots. Some members of the teaching staff, mainly the more junior 
ones, began to involve themselves actively in politics, including those within 
the university. The position of the deanship became furiously contested. In 
the Faculty of Arts there were the four so-called single-discipline depart- 
ments of English, Geography, History and Islamic Studies, and the three so- 
called area-studies departments of Chinese Studies, Indian Studies and Malay 
Studies. The classification of Islamic Studies was less clear. By then there was 
also a language centre in the faculty. Then came a move to transfer all the 
“discipline elements” in the area-studies departments to the single-discipline 
departments, such that the Department of Chinese Studies, for example, 
would lose Chinese history to the History Department and Chinese lan- 
guage to the Language Centre. There was another proposal to have all courses 
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conducted, and all dissertations for higher degrees to be written, in Malay, the 
national language. This would leave the Department of Chinese mainly 
with Chinese literature and teachers who were unable to teach in the official 
language medium, however good scholars they might be. The trouble was 
that these activists were riding with the tide making me uncertain whether 
they were implementing policies directed by higher authorities. I went to see 
Ungku Aziz, my Vice-Chancellor, asking whether there was such a direction 
from the government or from him and, if such be the case, I would not stay 
on to waste my time staging a futile fight against the activists knowing it 
would end in frustration. Ungku Aziz assured me that no direction had come 
from him nor the government as far as he knew. He said that he needed my 
support as a senior professor to deal with these activists together. 

The Department of Chinese remained intact. But there were general 
university policies that it had to abide by. For example, all official correspon- 
dence and meetings within the university, and all courses opened to students 
outside the department had to be conducted in the national language. 
However, some courses in Chinese Studies could be taught in Chinese, and 
so were some courses in the English Department. Power struggles within the 
campus had changed the atmosphere in the university. Although members 
of the Department of Chinese did not involve themselves in this sort of 
activities, the department could not escape from being engulfed in the same 
atmosphere. Many issues that were not purely academic dominated some 
university meetings, consuming more time and energy than before. 
Fortunately, I managed to carry on with my research to maintain my morale. 
I wrote part of the article on ancient Chinese astronomical records for the 
Physics Bulletin mentioned above during university meetings while non- 
academic issues were being discussed. In the same year I received from the 
Cambridge University Press a copy of Clerks and Crqfttsmen in China and the 
West that incorporated works by Needham with the collaboration of Wang 
Ling, Lu Gwei-Djen and me. 48 


4 See Needham, J. (with the collaboration of Wang, L., Lu, G.-D. & Ho, P. Y.), 
(1970), Clerks and Craftsmen in China and the West (Cambridge University Press). 
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In 1971 I was elected Fellow of the Institute of Physics. Needham would 
be visiting Kuala Lumpur in the later part of the year. To commemorate his 
visit, and with the help of the university librarian, Beda Lim, I wrote an 
article on a Song alchemist. 44 At the same time I collaborated with colleagues 
in the Department of Chinese Studies in research, partly to keep up their 
morale. 50 Needham came to Kuala Lumpur in September, accompanied by 
Dorothy Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen. They stayed with my family at our 
home in 170 Petaling Garden. I arranged for a public lecture to be given by 
him at the University of Malaya. The Vice-Chancellor, Royal Professor Ungku 
Aziz, introduced Needham to a packed-house audience as an intellectual 
giant. Needham also visited the Tunku Abdul Rahman College, besides the 
University of Malaya. There were two social functions arranged for my guests, 
one for Needham and one for Dorothy. I hosted a dinner at a Peking-style 
restaurant for my three visitors, inviting academics with Cambridge connec- 
tions and scholars known to Needham as my guests. Among them were 
Justice Suffian, the Pro-Chancellor of the University of Malaya, and his 
wife, and Wolfgang Franke and his wife. Dr Chua Seong Siew, formerly of 
Gonville and Caius College, hosted a birthday party for Dorothy Needham 
at a Chinese restaurant in the Merlin Flotel. At home Lucy introduced the 
durian fruit to our guests. Needham asked for a photograph to be taken 
showing this exotic tropical fruit in front of him and my son Yik Flong. 
With three cars in the family, my chauffeur could take my guests around in 
a Mercedes Benz, while I went to work in a Vauxhall Cresta, and Lucy 
carried out her daily routine of sending and fetching our children to and 
from school and shopping in her Opel Kadett. Our guests seemed to enjoy 
their stay with us. During his visit Needham did not mention anything 
about my further involvement with Science and Civilisation in China. 


44 See Ho, P.Y. and Lim, B. (1972), “Ts’ui Fang, a forgotten 1 lth-Century Chinese 
Alchemist”, Japanese Studies in the History of Science , 1 1:103-1 12. 

50 See, for example, Ho, P.Y. and Yu W.-L. (1974), “Physical Immortality in 
the Early 19th-Century Novel Ching-hua-yuan” , Orient Extremus (Hamburg), 
21:3:3-51 and Ho, P.Y., Goh, T.C. and Parker, D. (1974), “Po Chu-i’s Poems 
on Immortality”, Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, 34:163-186. 
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After Needham left Kuala Lumpur I soon received news that the 
Australian National University in Canberra had nominated me as the Asian 
Fellow for the year 1972. The 1971 Asian Fellow was Li Chi, the Director of 
the Institute of Flistory and Philology of the Academia Sinica, Taipei, and 
former teacher of my friends Cheng Te-k’un and Chang Kuang-chih. I did 
not have the pleasure of meeting Li Chi, but had corresponded with him 
officially to respond to his request to assess an article for publication. I 
informed Needham about my award. Idearing this, Needham sent me a 
copy of his gunpowder file and asked me to take this opportunity to visit 
Canberra to sit down together with Wang Ling to write the draft for the 
gunpowder epic section of Science and Civilisation in China. 

In 1972 I made use of my sabbatical leave from the University of Malaya 
and special leave from the Tunku Abdul Rahman College to go to Australia 
for six months as Asian Fellow at the Australian National University. The 
Department of Far Eastern Flistory in the School of Pacific Studies and the 
Department of Chinese in the Faculty of Arts jointly hosted my visit. Wang 
Gungwu was the departmental head of the former, while Liu Ts’un-yan was 
that of the latter. One of the first things I did was to see Wang Ling to tell 
him what Needham had asked me to do for him. I was pleased to hear that 
he had already done his job. I sent the good news to Needham and felt free 
to perform my function as Asian Fellow without carrying the burden imposed 
on me by Needham. I was not aware then that my report to Needham 
would give rise to some misunderstanding. The repercussion came only after 
my return to Kuala Lumpur. 

As Asian Fellow my duty involved giving two public lectures, one each 
at the Department of Far Eastern History and the Department of Chinese. 
I had an office in each of these two departments and I arranged to be at the 
Department of Far Eastern History in the morning and at the Department 
of Chinese in the afternoon. The Australian National University would also 
pay for my travelling expenses to give lectures in universities throughout 
Australia and New Zealand. I gave lectures in several universities in Sydney 
and Melbourne, and attended a conference in Waikato, while giving lectures 
at a number of universities in the North Island of New Zealand. It was also 
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in 1972 that I began publishing my research work in the Southern 
Hemisphere. 51 

I stayed at University House in Canberra. Wang Ling used to call for a 
game of either tennis or table-tennis. I heard that he was quite a good table- 
tennis player, but unfortunately he had a heart condition that deterred us 
from having a serious game together. Some members of University House 
often met for a game of chess. That was when the Fisher versus Spassky 
chess matches were reported in the news. The top player at University House 
then was a Polish astronomer. I had a couple of games with him, all ending 
in a draw. We attracted a small crowd of watchers, some of whom dubbed 
our games as mini Fisher versus Spassky meetings. I also had several games 
of chess with Professor K. Mahler, F.R.S., “who not only raised many queries 
in the mathematical section, but even undertook special research where ob- 
scurities needed to be illuminated” in Needham’s Science and Civilisation in 
China, volume 3. 52 Mahler was also a friend of Oppenheim, but I did not 
ask whether they played chess together. Unfortunately, Mahler was then in 
his eighties so mental fatigue prevented him from showing his usual best. 
Another member of University House I often met, but not for a game of 
chess, was Y.S. Chan the in-coming East Asian Librarian of the 

University Library. He later became very helpful when I needed reference 
material in his library. 

Life in the tranquil surroundings of University House provided me an 
opportunity for self-assessment. In the past two decades I had devoted my- 
self to work in the university and off-and-on to Needham’s requests. I was 
quite contented with my lifestyle, without thinking about what would come 
after the next one or two decades. I thought that I was still young and did 
not ponder over the future of my children’s education. I was then aged 46 and 
suddenly realised that I would have to retire from my service at the Univer- 

51 See Ho, P.Y., Goh, T.C. and Lim, B. (1972), Lu Yu, the Poet-Alchemist, Austra- 
lian National University Asian Studies Occasional Paper, No. 13 (Canberra); Ho, P. 
Y. (1972), “Early Chinese Science”, Hemisphere, 16:10-14 and Ho, P.Y. (1973), 
“Magic Squares in East and West”, Papers on Far Eastern History, 8:115-141. 

52 See page xlvi. 
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sity in nine years when I reached 55. In two to three years’ time my son 
would reach university age, to be followed a year later by his two twin 
sisters. There might be some possibility for one or more of them to win a 
scholarship, but not very likely, if they succeeded in getting into a local 
university in Malaysia. There was also some risk that they might not be able 
to study subjects of their choice. There might be the scenario of having to 
send three of them overseas for university education. Then about the time I 
reached the age of 51 I would have to do the same for my third daughter 
and another three years later for my fourth daughter. All these would mean 
that I would probably have to support at least one daughter studying over- 
seas after my retirement. 53 I had already paid up the mortgage for my house 
and held a small portfolio of company shares and fixed term deposits in the 
bank. Supporting my son to study overseas would not create too much of a 
problem, but supporting three children together would be quite a stretch on 
my financial resources. Problems would probably arise when it came to 
supporting my last two daughters before and after my retirement. One com- 
mon practice in my part of the world was to make the older children sign a 
bond to support their younger brothers or sisters after their own graduation, 
but I would hate to impose any bondage on my children and would not 
wish to rely on them financially even in my own old age. 

While I was pondering over the future I heard about the establishment 
of two new universities in Australia, namely Griffith University in Queensland 
and Murdoch University in Western Australia. Griffith University was to 
establish a School of Modern Asian Studies and invited applicants to fill a 
position of Foundation Professor in the School. There would be two Foun- 
dation Professors in the School; one of them would also be appointed Chair- 
man for a term of five years. The position of Foundation Professor was 
tenable up to the age of 65. I submitted my application for the post of 
Foundation Professor just before I left Canberra for Kuala Lumpur, quoting 
Needham’s name as one of my referees. Curiously enough, that happened to 
be my first and only time in life to apply for a job. 


53 


It turned out eventually that four of my children chose to study medicine. 
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I returned to Kuala Lumpur in July 1972. Things were quite normal in 
the Department of Chinese Studies at the University of Malaya. I noticed, 
however, some subtle change in the attitude of certain members in the 
College towards me. The Chairman of the governing body of the College, 
Tan Sri Khaw Kai Boh i'[ V ! ;!y, passed away in England during my absence 
in Australia. A number of members of the governing body, who were also 
active members of the MCA political party, wished to replace me by ap- 
pointing a new full-time Principal. The candidate they proposed happened 
to be a friend of mine looking for a job. I would have gladly agreed to pass 
over my job at the Rahman College to their candidate, but I remained silent 
while things were kept secret from me. 

In the month of September I received an invitation to go to Brisbane 
for an interview with the appointment committee of Griffith University. The 
interview lasted a whole afternoon. Someone even referred to Lucy’s exper- 
tise in cooking which was mentioned in Needham’s referee report. Towards 
the end of the interview the Vice-Chancellor said that I could expect an offer 
for the appointment of Foundation Professor and first Chairman of the 
School of Modern Asian Studies, and asked me how soon I could be on 
board. I replied that I needed to give six months’ notice to resign from my 
post at the University of Malaya. 

After my return to Kuala Lumpur I received an invitation from the new 
Chairman of the governing body of Abdul Rahman College to a meeting, at 
which he asked me to apply for the post of Principal in the College. When 
I expressed my disinterest in applying, I noticed a sign of relief among those 
present. It appeared to me that the President of their political party, Tun Tan 
Siew Sin, was likewise kept in the dark over the intended appointment of a 
new Principal. I was thinking that if I had joined the government as a 
cabinet minister, the same group of people could have done something 
similar to me. Luckily on this particular occasion I could anticipate that sort 
of action and took things with a smile. 

The problem of Wang Ling surfaced upon my return to Kuala Lumpur. 
Upon hearing from me that Wang Ling had said that he had already done 
his job, Needham wrote to Wang Ling to congratulate him and asked him 
to deliver his draft on the gunpowder epic. Wang Ling replied that he was 
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ready to work with Needham in Canberra. In fact, at the request of Wang 
Ling, Wang Gungwu had arranged for an invitation to be extended to 
Needham to visit the Australian National University as well as an honorary 
doctoral degree to be conferred on him during his visit. From Wang Ling’s 
point of view, he did not mislead anyone when he said that he had already 
done his job. Since the very beginning his collaboration with Needham 
consisted of searching for material, writing cards and preparing notes. Actual 
writing of any part of Science and Civilisation in China was Needham’s 
responsibility. After all, even Lu Gwei-Djen herself did not do any writing. 
Of course on this matter Wang Ling was not in the same position as Lu 
Gwei-Djen who was able to say candidly to me the following words about 
Needham: “He can write better. Why should I write?” The whole picture 
became clear to me. Wang Ling was doing his very best to get Needham to 
Australia to write the gunpowder epic. I could not blame him for rejecting 
me as a substitute for Needham. On the other hand, however tempting it 
was to visit the Australian National University, it was not possible for 
Needham to make the trip. Besides the fact that his term as Master of Caius 
was ending soon, working away from his cards and files to use unfamiliar 
substitutes prepared by Wang Ling was not a good proposition. Furthermore, 
Needham could not find any excuse for working with Wang Ling on the 
gunpowder epic instead of Lu Gwei-Djen to write the medical volume, 
which was why he picked me as the solution. 

Letters came from Needham and Peter Burbidge, the project coordinator, 
asking me to take over the writing of the gunpowder epic from Wang Ling. 
That put me in a difficult position. Those who made demands on me 
seemed to ignore my future position in Australia, both regarding Griffith 
University and Wang Ling. Wang Ling was a delicate issue. Although Aus- 
tralia is a big country, the circle of scholars in Chinese studies was then 
quite small. Everyone within the circle knew Wang Ling and about his 
collaboration with Needham. To take over the writing of the gunpowder 
epic section would not only annoy a friend but might also be misinterpreted 
by some as robbing something from a friend. I explained my position to 
Peter Burbidge, saying that I would take over drafting the gunpowder epic 
section provided Wang Ling’s name would not be removed, and also 
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mentioned his early interest in gunpowder when he and Needham first met 
in wartime China. Lu Gwei-Djen later told me that my letter caused some 
consternation at a meeting in Cambridge until she pointed out that all I 
wanted was to retain Wang Ling’s name, something that Needham readily 
agreed to. The gods over there did not seem to understand the problems of 
the outside mortals. 

In December 1972 I received the official letter of appointment from 
Griffith and went straight to inform my Vice-Chancellor, Royal Professor 
Ungku Aziz. He said that he knew he would not be able to retain me this 
time. The next day he received a letter from the Vice-Chancellor of Griffith 
University asking him to release me as early as possible as a favour to help a 
sister Commonwealth university in its establishment. My new appointment 
was announced simultaneously in Australian and Malaysian newspapers. 
Ungku Aziz, with the consent of the university council, reduced my contrac- 
tual period of notice of resignation from six to three months. Tun Tan Siew 
Sin congratulated me on my new appointment and thanked me for my past 
service at the Tunku Abdul Rahman College. (See Figure 11.) It was un- 
thinkable then that, two years later I had to write him a letter of consolation 
on his retirement, which resulted from the similar cause that I had feared 
would happen to me had I accepted his earlier offer to join him in the 
Malaysian Cabinet. 

I was fully occupied during the first three months of 1973 preparing to 
leave for Australia. I had to arrange for my books and household belongings 
to be packed and shipped to Australia, sell my house at 170 Petaling Garden 
and dispose of some of my stocks and shares. As my mother was still in 
Malaysia 1 left some assets behind in Kuala Lumpur under the custody of a 
bank for her support and for contingency. I had to arrange for my five 
children to leave their schools in Kuala Lumpur and find new ones for them 
in Brisbane. In addition we had to attend farewell parties from friends and 
colleagues. 

At the end of March I set off for Australia with a heavy heart, leaving 
behind my aged mother, my brothers and sisters along with my many col- 
leagues and friends. Consoling myself that I would henceforth work to bring 
Australia and Asia culturally closer together, I plunged into the uncharted 
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PERBENDAHARAAN 
(THE TREASURY) 
KUALA LUMPUR 


20th April, 1973. 


Prof. Ho Peng Yoke, 
c/o Universiti Malaya, 

Lembah Pantai, 

Kuala Lumpur. 

I thank you for your letter dated 13th April, 1973. 

I am sure I speak on behalf of all your colleagues 
when I say that we are indeed sorry to lose your most 
valuable services. You have been a tower of strength to the 
MCA Working Team for Higher Education and to the Tunku Abdul 
Rahman College in particular. We, however, appreciate that 
you are going to a post which will give you greater scope 
for your talents and we are indeed proud that your work has 
gained international recognition. I would like to take this 
opportunity to thank you, on behalf of all of us, for all 
the work you have done for us. I can assure you that we 
deeply appreciate what you have done. 

With all good wishes for the future, 

(Tan Slew Sin) 


Figure 1 1 Letter from Tun Tan Siew Sin 


waters of a new Australian university that aimed to be different from the 
conventional. On the mundane side, I knew that I had extended my retire- 
ment age by ten years. My children not only received free university educa- 
tion in the subjects of their choice, but were also able to graduate one or two 
years earlier than their contemporaries back in Malaysia. I had no idea then 
that the move I made to go to Australia would one day enable me to have 
sufficient means to take up a non-stipendiary post in Cambridge. 
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A New Australian University 


I arrived in Brisbane with my family after mid April 1973 to take up my 
new appointments at Griffith University. The university helped me to 
lease a house nearby in the suburb of St. Lucia for three months. Four of our 
children gained admission into Toowong State High School, while our 
youngest, Sook Pin went to the Ironside Primary School. On 8 July we 
moved into a house that I bought at 8 Holdway Street in the suburb of 
Kenmore. Sook Pin changed to the Kenmore State Primary School which 
was nearer home, while her brother and sisters continued to attend the same 
school. Lucy sent and fetched our children to and from school in our own 
car, while I used my official car to travel on official duty and between home 
and the university. The university provided an official car to each executive 
officer in lieu of allowances. 

There was no building and not a single brick was seen at the site for the 
new university in the suburb of Nathan. There were neither students nor 
library books to speak of, only trees. The university rented the entire sixth 
floor of Sherwood House at 37 Sherwood Road, in the suburb of Toowong, 
which was nearer to the city centre and the University of Queensland, as its 
temporary administrative office. The Vice-Chancellor, Professor F.J. Willett, 
was the chief executive officer. Under him were eight Divisions, each with 
its own executive officer. These executive officers consisted of the Business 
Manager, Registrar, University Librarian, University Site Planner and the 
four Chairmen of Schools, namely the School of Australian Environmental 
Studies, School of Humanities, School of Modern Asian Studies and the 
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School of Science. In the absence of the Vice-Chancellor, one of the four 
School Chairmen, determined by the seniority of coming on board, would 
act in his place. Fortunately I was third in priority, so that I only had to act 
as Vice-Chancellor for a period of just more than a week one year before my 
term as Chairman of School expired. The rather unusual titles, such as 
Business Manager in place of Bursar, School in place of Faculty or College, 
Chairman in place of Dean came about as the university was seeking some- 
thing different from the conventional. 54 A case in point was the Chancellor, 
Sir Theodore Bray, who also played the part of Chairman of the University 
Council and participated actively in administrative affairs. 

As the first and most senior member of the School of Modern Asian 
Studies, I played an active part in the appointment exercises of not only 
academic and non-academic staff in the School of Modern Asian Studies, 
but also those in the other seven Divisions. I attended meeting after meeting 
almost every day, discussing the choice between the three- academic term 
and the two-semester systems, the setting up of university regulations, the 
drawing of blueprints for the new university buildings, the employment of 
teaching and administrative staff members, drawing up budgets for the 
university, and so forth. For example, after more than six months of discus- 
sion the two-semester system was decided on. Then came a newly appointed 
Foundation Professor in another school who happened to have made my 
acquaintance when I was Asian Fellow in Canberra in 1972. Fie was a 
strong believer of the three-academic term system and asked for my help to 
reopen the issue. I replied that I would not oppose him, but would not wish 
to waste more time after having spent over six months on the issue. I sug- 
gested to him to speak to the other colleagues, and should he succeed in 


54 After the retirement of the first Vice-Chancellor, his successor changed the title 
of Chairman to Dean of a Division. However, by then some Schools had lost their 
former status as Divisions. The School of Modern Asian Studies became part of 
another Division and still retained a Chairman. As I was Chairman of a Division 
during my term of office, the new Vice-Chancellor, Professor Roy Webb, referred 
to me as the first Dean of the School of Modern Asian Studies. By now the School 
of Modern Asian Studies has lost its name in Griffith University. 
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convincing the majority I would readily abide by it. He went to speak to the 
Vice-Chancellor and his colleagues, but could not get any further. The idea 
of having the two-semester system originated from the Vice-Chancellor 
himself. To me what was more important than the system were the quality 
of the teachers and the students, adequate library books and laboratory 
equipment, followed by student amenities. I was quite happy to abide by the 
decision of the majority regarding this issue. 

In order to attract school leavers to apply for entry into this new 
university, all members of the teaching staff were enlisted to visit secondary 
schools within and outside Brisbane and talk about Griffith University and 
its four Schools before giving some emphasis on the School the speaker 
came from. The difference between the new university and the existing 
University of Queensland would be pointed out in the talk. For my part, I 
talked mainly about learning Chinese and the importance of understanding 
the culture of the Asian people. I tried to arouse the interest of my audience 
and to speak in simple terms. For example, I once wrote the Chinese word 
“women” on the white board and remarked that all Chinese referred to 
themselves with that term in Chinese. That woke up and amused the audience. 
I then proceeded to break up the word into two parts, one referring to the 
first person and the other giving the plural number. I congratulated my 
audience that they had already learnt to say in Chinese the two words “I” 
and “we” quite effortlessly. A member of the audience once asked whether 
Chinese could be a precise language, since it had no number, no tense and 
no conjugation. Knowing that at least half the audience had taken French in 
school I asked whether they agreed that French was a precise language. 
When they agreed that it was, remembering the little French I learned at 
school, I wrote on the white board the sentence “I follow an ass” and asked 
if anyone would volunteer to translate it into French and say it aloud. When 
no volunteer came forward I explained that I was not trying to show that 
French was imprecise, bur rather to demonstrate its subtlety. Chinese could 
be written precisely if required by adding the number, the time, the gender, 
etc. On the issue of understanding the culture of the Asian people, I once 
gave an example of shopping in an Indian shop, where one would try his or 
her skill in bargaining. I told my audience that when the shopkeeper shook 
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his head one should stop bargaining instead of continuing to raise the offer, 
at which he would shake his head even more. I then explained that when the 
shopkeeper first shook his head, he had already agreed on the offer, because 
in this case shaking should be interpreted as nodding his head. 

Activities such as these had no bearing on scholarship; they are just 
mentioned here in passing. I sometimes had the feeling that I had already 
become an administrator if not a salesman. To get to know the local Chinese 
community I joined its Chinese Club and attended its dinner functions, 
sometimes inviting my Vice-Chancellor and his wife as guests. This was to 
meet the hope of my Vice-Chancellor to gain support from the Chinese 
community. 

I had little dme for sports and recreational activities. I bought a new 
tennis racket for my son Yik Hong, who took me to the University of 
Queensland’s tennis court to try out his new acquisition. Although the racket 
was bigger than what I was used to, I missed the ball altogether as if it had 
gone through the racket. I put the blame on the fact that I was not used to 
the racket, perhaps without realising that some defect in my vision was 
developing. That was the last time I stepped on a tennis court. I installed a 
table tennis-table in my home; my game had deteriorated, which could 
partly be due to my vision. In my student days I did not understand the 
game of cricket and thought of it as a waste of time. In my undergraduate 
days in Singapore, I once watched a classmate, who was the captain of the 
college cricket team, getting four runs when the ball hit the edge of his bat. 
I thought it was a deliberate skillfully executed stroke that eluded all the 
fielders behind him. When I joined Griffith University I was asked to be one 
of the umpires in a friendly staff match. The other umpire was the Vice- 
Chancellor. The players did not accept my excuse of ignorance of the rules 
of the game. They said that they would abide by my decision. As soon as the 
bowler appealed for leg-before-wickets I raised my hand and did it consis- 
tently for both sides. The game was over within two hours; I was never 
approached again to be a cricket umpire. Nevertheless, the popularity of 
cricket in Australia made me learn a little more about the game to the point 
that I could follow a match shown on television. 
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A friend and former university colleague of mine in Singapore, Dr 
Damodar Singhal was a Professor of History at the University of Queensland. 
Lest I forgot my position as a scholar and teacher, he invited me to offer a 
course on the history of science at his department . 55 I agreed to teach the 
course on an honorary basis, without any form of remuneration, so the 
Faculty of Arts treated me as an honorary faculty member. I said that I was 
only too happy to do it that way to show my appreciation of my children 
receiving free university education in that university. The course on the 
history of science turned out to be very popular. Even one of the Deputy 
Vice-Chancellors, Professor Edwin Webb of the Biochemistry Department, 
enrolled as a part-time Arts student and signed up for the course. After 
adding a degree in the humanities to his doctoral degree in science, he left 
the University of Queensland to take up a new post in Sydney as Vice- 
Chancellor of Macquarie University. 

The History Department of the University of Queensland also had a 
tutor, who enrolled as a Ph.D. candidate working on ancient Japanese history, 
but it could not find him a supervisor. It sought my help saying that the 
tutor was a very good teacher, but would be out of employment at the 
university if he could not get a doctoral degree. Remembering what 
Oppenheim did for me, I consented. The thesis concerned Korea in the 
early history of Japan, which was then a sensitive issue. I had to be careful in 
finding the two external examiners for his thesis. Eventually, I found him 
two native Japanese external examiners, one from the University of Chicago 
and the other from Kyoto University. The candidate himself was a native 
Japanese. He got his Ph.D. degree, but left the University of Queensland for 
a lecturer’s post in a university in New Zealand. Besides helping the 
University of Queensland, I also served on the Board of Advanced Educa- 
tion of the State of Queensland. 


55 One of the lectures appeared in a book dedicated to the memory of Professor 
Damodar Singhal. See Ho, P.Y. (1992), “History of Indian Science”, in Arvind 
Sharma, ed. Perspective on History and Culture (Delhi) pp. 219-226. 
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As a result of the keen interest of the Vice-Chancellor and the Chancellor 
of Griffith University in modern China, I had the opportunity to make my 
first visit to Mainland China. Being then a Malaysian citizen, I had to seek 
permission from the Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Home Affairs 
of Malaysia, Tun Dr Ismail al-Haj, as Malaysian citizens in those days were 
restricted from visiting China. The Malaysian Government readily granted 
me permission. In November 1973 the President of the Association for the 
Friendly Relations with Foreign Countries, Zhu Qizhen Q ii' ! Hi, invited a 
team of five from Griffith University in Queensland, Australia, to visit China. 
The team consisted of the Vice-Chancellor of the University Professor F.J. 
Willett and his wife, the Chancellor of the University Sir Theodore Bray and 
his wife, and I as the Head of the School of Modern Asian Studies. This 
invitation came after Needham had spoken to the Chinese ambassador in 
London about our intention to visit China. 

We visited the five cities of Guangzhou, Beijing, Nanjing, Hangzhou 
and Shanghai, and the four universities of Zhongshan, Beijing, Qinghua 
and Fudan. At the Qinghua University we were led into its computer labo- 
ratory for a demonstration of printing that showed five Chinese characters 
reading “Long Live Chairman Mao” — quite a feat in yesteryears. We were 
among the early groups of academics visiting China after President Nixon. 
At the Dongfang Hotel in Guangzhou I met Arthur Wright, who was then 
leading a team of American archaeologists on a study tour. I caught up with 
him again later at the Beijing Hotel in Beijing. I met Cao Tianqin 
for the first time at the Institute of Biochemistry in Shanghai. 56 Cao’s name 
was rendered by Needham as Tshao Tian-Chhin and was included in one 
of our joint publications on Chinese alchemy. Cao played an important 


56 Our second meeting was in Brisbane two years later when he paid an official visit 
to Australia and became my guest at a dinner party. Our third meeting was in 
1978 in Shanghai when he and his wife (Xie Xide 1 were our guests at dinner 
when my wife and I stayed at the Jingan Hotel. Our last meeting was in Beijing 
and Shanghai in 1984. In Shanghai my wife and I, together with Needham and 
Huang Hsing-tsung, were invited to dinner by Cao Tianqin and Xie Xide at their 
residence. Xie Xide was then the President of Fudan University. 
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role in the synthesis of bovine insulin during the 1960s. He showed me 
a model of its molecule displayed in his Institute, besides introducing 
me to the Director of his Institute, Dr Wang Yinglai ['Jv' Ibj'i, who was 
one of the three Chinese students who went to Cambridge in 1937 to 
do research on Biochemistry. 57 

At Beijing we met Dr Zhou Peiyuan Jh] iff J®, famous Chinese physicist 
and President of Beijing University, the well-known Chinese mathematician 
Hua Luogeng and Professor Zhou Yiliang Jh] if of Beijing Uni- 

versity at a dinner party hosted by the Australian ambassador, Dr Stephen 
Fitzgerald, at the Peking Duck Restaurant. Although it was the first time 
that I met these three scholars we spoke like old acquaintances, because we 
all had Needham as a mutual friend. Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen visited 
China in 1972, after which they heard that the latter was hospitalised with 
a lung problem. They received no further news, and some feared that she did 
not survive. Hua Luogeng asked me to confirm this, but I had no recent 
news about her either. After my return to Australia I wrote to Needham, 
discreetly enquiring about the health of both Dorothy Needham and Lu 
Gwei-Djen and found that both of them were well. I wrote to inform my 
new friends in China. 

We left China via Guangzhou, where our host gave us a farewell dinner 
at the Beiyuan JblT] Restaurant. There were then only three famous 
restaurants in Guangzhou, namely the Beiyuan, the Panxi and the 
Nanyuan T%IS|. We took a train to Hong Kong where I had to remain behind, 
while the rest of the partly returned to Brisbane. At the request of Rayson 
Huang I delivered a public lecture at the University of Hong Kong on the 
history of Chinese astronomy. When I assumed duty at Griffith University, 
Rayson Huang had already left his post as Vice-Chancellor of Nanyang 
University in Singapore to become the Vice-Chancellor of the University of 


57 The three of them were Lu Gwei-Djen, Wang Yinglai and Shen Shih-chang bfc 
'i 'f v : • Needham was Shen’s supervisor. Shen took up an academic career in the US 
and did not participate in Needham’s Science and Civilisation in China project. I 
have not met him either. 
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Hong Kong. 58 As noted earlier, he was the person who introduced me to 
Needham and played a role in my appointment to the Chair of Chinese 
Studies at the University of Malaya. I was only too happy to oblige when he 
asked me to give a public lecture at his university. 

I returned to Brisbane by way of Kuala Lumpur in order to visit my 
mother, brothers and sisters in Malaysia. I happened to sit next to a friend, 
Hamzah Majeed, whilst travelling on the same plane to Kuala Lumpur. He 
was the Personal Secretary to the Prime Minister of Malaysia, Tun Abdul 
Razak. He said that I should go and see the Prime Minister, as he would be 
interested to hear about my visit to China. I told him that with the flu that 
I had contacted, it would not be a good idea for the Prime Minister to see 
me, but I would write instead. I stayed at the Merlin Hotel in Kuala Lumpur 
and asked the hotel secretary to help me type a letter to Tun Abdul Razak 
telling him about my visit to China. I wrote to Tun Razak again shortly after 
my return to Australia and sent him a copy of the lecture on Chinese 
education to be delivered at the University of Adelaide. See Figure 12. 

Both the Vice-Chancellor and the Chancellor, together with their wives, 
were very friendly to Lucy and me. Having read Needham’s comment about 
Lucy’s culinary skills, they were always looking forward to be invited to dinner 
at our home. As a result we invited guests regularly to our home for dinner. 
Our guests included not only members of the university staff, but also 
others, such as the Japanese Consul-General in Brisbane and his wife, Sir 
Zelman Cowan, Wang Gungwu, Hamdan, and so on. My Chancellor, who 
was a retired journalist, was impressed by my knowledge of languages when 
I went to Brisbane for an interview. He was greatly impressed by my perfor- 
mance during our China trip. He overheard me speaking Japanese to a 
Japanese passenger travelling on the same plane to Hong Kong. He noted 


58 When Cheng Te-k’un was working in the University of Malaya, he referred to 
Rayson Huang, Wang Gungwu, himself and me as the four most capable scholars 
of Chinese descent in the country. Interestingly, the four of us eventually all 
landed up in Hong Kong. Rayson Huang was the first, followed by Cheng Te-k’un, 
then me and Wang Gungwu, in sequence of time. 
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Nathan. Queensland. 4111. Australia . 


20th February, 1974. 


Y.A.B. Tun Datuk Majl Abdul Razak 

bln Datuk Hussein, S.M.M., D.P.M.P., 
Prime Minister of Malaysia, 

Jalan Datuk Onn, 

Kuala Lumpur, 

MALAYSIA. 


Dear Tun, 

I am forwardlnq to you a copy of the lecture on 'Hlqher Education 
in China' which I shall deliver next month at the Seminar on Aslan- 
Australlan Educational and Cultural Relations In the University of 
Adelaide. The lecture reflects some of the observations I made 
during my brief visit to China last November. 

With best wishes. 

Yours sincerely, 


Ho Peng Yoke 


Figure 12 Letter to Tun Abdul Razak 


the warm reception we received from my friend Rayson Huang, the Vice- 
Chancellor of the University of Hong Kong. When we checked into our 
hotel in Hong Kong he saw me greeting Arthur Wright of Yale University. 
In China he noticed the friendliness of some of the top scholars in China 
towards me. He concluded that I was an internationally known scholar with 
the rare ability of knowing all the Asian languages taught in Griffith 
University. That, however, did not do me much good. I had never taken 
advantage of his kindness to seek any assistance from him in university 
affairs. On the other hand, being an elderly good-natured gentleman, he 
sometimes complimented me in front of my peers. That did not make my 
work easier, especially when I had to try to escape from some committee 
work in order to attend to Needham’s gunpowder epic. 
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Figure 13 A typical menu prepared by Lucy for home entertainment 


National and International Activities 

In March 1974 I attended the centenary celebration international conference 
on higher education at the University of Adelaide and presented a paper on 
higher education in China. 55 Rayson Huang, the new Vice-Chancellor of the 
University of Hong Kong was also an invited participant at the conference. 
We exchanged news about our families and talked about Needham. He also 
told me about his son, Christopher gaining an exhibition from Oxford to 


5:1 See “Higher Education in China”, Proceedings of the University of Adelaide 
Centenary Celebrations: Seminar on Asian-Australian Educational and Ctdtural 
Relations, Past, Present and Future (1974), pp. 101-109. 
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read medicine. 60 We had a warm reception in more ways than one during a 
time when hot wind from the desert blew south towards the city. That year 
the University of Hong Kong conferred an Honorary Doctor of Letters 
Degree on Needham. Some time in 1974 Griffith University moved from 
Toowong to another commercial building near Evans Road in the suburb of 
Salisbury which was closer to the Nathan university site. By then the con- 
struction of the university buildings was already underway. We were there 
for quite a few months, but it seemed that many of us had lost recollection 
that we once worked at that site. 

In August 1974 I went to Tokyo and Kyoto to attend the 14th Interna- 
tional Congress of History of Science. I arrived in Tokyo on 15 August, 
three days before the opening of the conference and checked in at the 
Shimbashi Daiichi Hotel. On 16 August I moved to the Norin Nenkin 
Kaikan Hotel as a guest of members of the Ippokai. After joining my hosts 
on a sightseeing bus tour around Tokyo, I attended a welcome dinner recep- 
tion at the hotel. The next day my hosts took me on their annual picnic tour 
to the hot springs of Kinukawa and to Nikko, staying overnight in the 
Hotel Takahara in Kinukawa. On my return to Tokyo I checked into the 
Shimbashi Daiichi Hotel, where the Soviet delegates to the conference were 
also staying. At the reception party many of them gathered around me to 
ask about China; somehow they had heard that I was in China the previous 
year. I told them frankly that I had a most enjoyable visit and saw only what 
I was shown. I then said I should learn from them about China, since they 
should know more as a neighbour than one living far away in the Southern 
Hemisphere. I saw Needham in the company of someone, who, at first 
glance from a distance, appeared to me as Lu Gwei-Djen, but somewhat 
slimmer and more energetic. I thought that the slimness was due to her long 
illness. However, on approaching the two, I found Needham with some- 
body else. Needham introduced her to me as Shih Hsio-yen H'['77t/!, Cura- 
tor of Museum in Toronto. They stayed at the Shimbashi Daiichi Hotel for 


60 Christopher Huang is now Reader in Physiology at Cambridge University and 
Fellow of New Hall. 
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the first night, but moved to the Fairmont Flotel on the second day. Shih 
Hsio-yen told me that Needham could not find a desk large enough for him 
to do his work so he decided to move out to a bigger hotel. I did not see 
much of them at the conference and neither did Needham ask me about my 
progress on the gunpowder epic. Many years later I heard that Lu Gwei- 
Djen was unable to accompany Needham on that occasion because she was 
unwell. On 24 August I went to Kyoto for the second part of the conference 
and stayed in the Kyoto Hotel. I chose to stay there because it was Kiyosi 
Yabuuti’s favourite hotel and because of its proximity to the Kyoto University. 
At the conference I chaired its section 9 at the afternoon session of 21 
August and I also read a paper on Chinese alchemical and medical 
prescriptions. 61 On 28 August I visited Osaka, staying at the Osaka Grand 
Hotel. From Osaka I returned to Brisbane via Hong Kong, Kuala Lumpur 
and Singapore to attend to some official business, while visiting my relatives. 

In 1975 Griffith University took in its first batch of undergraduates. 
There were only first year students, but preparations had to be made for the 
second year teaching. The School had to appoint more teaching staff. People 
then had very little knowledge of East Asia. I remember on one occasion we 
interviewed an American- trained Japanese scholar for a lecturer post and 
invited her out to a restaurant for dinner afterwards. At the dinner we 
overheard two other guests sitting nearby talking about Japan. One of them 
said aloud that Japan had nothing to offer, except perhaps the art of flower 
arrangement. My Japanese guest was taken aback, suspecting some anti- 
racial sentiment. With a smile I looked at her and said, “Did you hear that? 
That shows how much you are needed here to tell them about Japan.” She 
subsequently accepted our offer of appointment. 

Three scholars of international fame visited me at the School of Modern 
Asian Studies. They were Cheng Te-k’un, Wolfgang Franke and Chiang Yee, 


61 “Chinese Alchemical and Medical Prescriptions — a Preliminary Study”, 14th 
International Congress of the History of Science Proceedings No. 3 (1974), pp. 295- 


298 . 
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the “Silent Traveller” from Columbia University. 62 They all talked to the 
students, while Chiang Yee also presented a painting of the panda to the 
School. To promote bilateral relations between Griffith University and other 
universities in Southeast Asia, I invited two Malaysian scholars to visit and 
give lectures in Griffith University and other establishments of higher educa- 
tion nearby. My friend Tan Sri Raja Mohar bin Raja Badiozaman, the Chair- 
man of the Malaysian Airlines System, had kindly provided First Class air- 
tickets to make such arrangements possible. The Professor of History of the 
University of Malaya, Zainal Abidin bin Abdul Wahid, was our first guest 
under this arrangement. Our next guest was Hamdan, the Vice-Chancellor 
Designate of the Universiti Sains Malaysia in Penang. 

I left Brisbane on 21 November 1975 for Tokyo to accept an invitation 
from Keio University as the Leverhulme Visiting Professor at its Institute of 
Culture and Linguistic Research. On my way I stopped over in Hong Kong 
to help the editorial board of the Journal of Asian Studies to assess an article 
on the history of Chinese astronomy that was submitted to that journal for 
publication. Mr Ichiro Ishitani Jdfr — IP, Chief Administrator of the Inter- 
national Centre of Keio University, and Mr Akira Fujii H^f 'Ajj of the Daito 
Bunka University met me at the Haneda International Airport. They took 
me to a university-rented apartment at Futaba Mansion, 3-4-18 Mita, Minato- 
ku, Tokyo. I arrived in Japan during the period of a railway workers’ strike. 
Fortunately Futaba Mansion was only about five minutes walk from the 
International Centre, where I had the use of an office, so I managed to go to 
my office as well as the library throughout the duration of the strike. My 
friend Shigeru Nakayama guided me to the National Diet Library. 

My appointment in Keio University carried the official title Visiting 
Researcher. A Researcher in a university or research institution in Japan and 
China is equivalent to a Research Professor in some other countries and is 


62 See page 79. Chiang Yee served as a magistrate in China. He later travelled 
outside China while speaking little English. After acquiring a knowledge of the 
language, he wrote several books on his travels. That made him famous and gave 
him the name “Silent Traveller”. His expertise in painting the panda and his callig- 
raphy also earned him fame. He became a professor at Columbia University. 
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also known as a Professor. However the appointment carries no teaching and 
administrative duties, except under special arrangements as in the case of the 
Director. Taking advantage of my freedom, I wasted no time in working on 
the gunpowder epic for Needham’s Science and Civilisation in China. A 
crucial text for my research was the Huolongjing (Fire Dragon 

Manual). I had four different versions of the text on microfilm, sent to me 
by Needham, which were taken from his personal collection in Cambridge. 
I came to know that there was another version of the text under the title 
Wubei huolongjing (Fire Dragon Manual for Military Armament), 

preserved in the library of the Boei Daigakko 17 J I J A* lY Military Acad- 
emy in Mabori Kaigan. Shigeru Nakayama went with me by train to the 
Academy and managed to obtain a Xerox copy of the text. The book previ- 
ously belonged to Seiho Arima J] 'l/fkllj, an expert on the history of gun- 
powder weaponry. There was a little amusing story on our way back to 
Tokyo. We stopped over in Yokohama for lunch and went to a Chinese 
restaurant in Chinatown, called the Yangzhou Restaurant. The chef told us 
that he was from Yangzhou. As Yangzhou fried rice was famous among 
overseas Chinese as well as in Hong Kong, I ordered Yangzhou fried rice. 
The chef looked perplexed and said that there was no such thing in Yangzhou 
cuisine. We ordered something else for our meal. On 17 December I gave a 
joint-staff seminar on the book for the Department of International Rela- 
tions and the Department of History of Science at the Komaba campus of 
Tokyo University. I spent most of my time at the National Diet Library; it 
was also my friend Shigeru Nakayama who first guided me to this magnifi- 
cent library. 

I visited the Daito Bunka University and met Professor Goro Yoshigawa 
pf Jlldi®, Professor of Chinese and Dean of the Faculty of Foreign 
Languages. Together with several members of his staff, including Akira Fujii, 
we discussed the exchange of staff and students between that university and 
my home university in Australia. The Dean was particularly happy to be 
able to have the whole proceedings conducted in Japanese. A professor in 
Chinese in Japan did not necessarily speak the modern Chinese language; he 
could read Chinese in some old Chinese tongues that came to be known as 
onyomi ftil?. 
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I called at the Hongo campus of Tokyo University to see Professor 
Hiroharu Seki H Stl'n of the Research Institute of Oriental Culture. He was 
then involved with the Institute of Peace Studies in Hiroshima. I also went 
to Waseda University to see Professor Kinichiro Toba — IP. I knew 

both Seki and Toba when they were visiting professors at the University of 
Malaya. Another former visitor to Kuala Lumpur whom I met in Tokyo was 
Professor Fumiko Koide d d I ‘ f [ J f , Japanese language expert at the Interna- 
tional Christian University. I also hosted a dinner to welcome a new appoin- 
tee who was joining the School of Modern Asian Studies in my university 
and helped the Language Centre of my university to interview applicants for 
the post of Japanese language lecturer. 

I paid a courtesy call at the Japan Foundation to express my gratitude for 
the gift of books and the posting of a Japanese visiting professor to Griffith 
University. I also spoke to the Foundation to invite the Vice-Chancellor of 
Griffith University and his wife to visit Japan. Originally, the Japanese Con- 
sulate-General in Brisbane had written to the Japan Foundation to invite me 
to Japan, but I suggested that my Vice-Chancellor and his wife be invited as 
well. The Japan Foundation asked whether a visit by me was more impor- 
tant than a visit by my Vice-Chancellor and his wife. I answered that I had 
visited Japan many times, whereas my Vice-Chancellor had never been to 
Japan before. I added that because of the special interest of that university in 
Japan, besides China and Southeast Asia, it was important for my Vice- 
Chancellor to get to know more about Japan, more so becasue of his past 
experiences as a pilot in the Pacific War . 63 At the request of my Vice- 
Chancellor I also made a feasibility study of establishing a campus in Japan 
for Australian students learning Japanese to get more exposure to speaking 
that language, and of seeking help to build a Japanese garden within the 
Nathan campus of the university. I went to Okayama to obtain free exper- 
tise advice from my friend Saburo Kodera on finding a suitable site and the 


63 My Vice-Chancellor and his wife subsequently received an invitation from the 
Japan Foundation in 1976. From all accounts they enjoyed their trip very much. I 
suggested to them a list of the universities they should visit and informed the 
universities concerned in advance. 
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cost involved. During my visit to Okayama, Saburo Kodera took me to see 
Okayama University. The Aisawa Company, of which my friend was a 
member of the management, was a major benefactor of that university. 
There I met Professor Sennosuke Fukuda, the Dean of Students and an 
expert in Chinese classics. At that time the university was celebrating its 
library’s acquisition of its one-millionth copy of books. I wrote a congratu- 
latory message in the Japanese manner for the occasion. My friend also 
showed me a Japanese traditional Chinese school with a Confucius temple. 
I then went to Hiroshima and Miyajima for sightseeing. In Osaka I was the 
guest of a priest, whose sect was famous for its Japanese garden. My host put 
forward the idea that his sect would build a Japanese garden for Griffith 
University subject to a personal condition that I could not accept. 64 

In January 1976 Lucy visited me together with her elder sister Fanny 
and her younger sister Alice. I took them on a tour to Kyoto and Kyushu. 
On reaching Okayama we met my friend Saburo Kodera, who joined us all 
the way to Fukuoka. A number of my Japanese friends were there to host a 
dinner to welcome us. My friend Shoji Katano JtSJtln— was then working 
in Fukuoka as Head of the Department of Administration Control. He 
arranged for me to meet the Lord Mayor of Fukuoka, Alderman Shinto, on 
16 January. The Mayor told me that he had discussed with his counterpart 
in Brisbane about forming a link between Fukuoka and Brisbane as sister 
cities, but the final decision had to await the election of the next Mayor and 
the City Council in Brisbane in March 1977. 65 My friend Katano accompa- 
nied Lucy and me, together with Lucy’s two sisters, to Nagasaki and 
Kumamoto, and across the volcanic area of Mount Aso to the hot spring 
resort of Beppu before we returned to Hakata in Fukuoka to board a 
Shinkansen bullet train to return to Tokyo. 

64 1 later reported to my Vice-Chancellor on my feasibility study and also that I could 
not accept the proposal to build a Japanese garden. The cost for having a campus 
in Japan exceeded his expectation. The matter was dropped before it was even put 
up for discussion. Also 1 heard some rumblings from another School opposing the 
Japanese garden on the grounds that it would spoil the environment of the campus. 
I did not respond to a non-event. 

65 Brisbane elected a new Mayor; the plan to link the two cities fell through. 
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My last official engagement was to be a guest of honour at the first 
reception of the Japan Australia and New Zealand Teachers’ Association and 
to address the gathering. The day before I left Keio University I attended a 
farewell lunch given by my host in my honour. 

In 1976 I was elected a Fellow of the Australian Academy of Humanities. 
Fellows of the British Academy, who resided in Australia at that time, first 
formed this academic body. In the same year Science and Civilisation in 
China volume 5, part 3, in which I collaborated with Needham, was 
published. 

The gunpowder epic was never off my mind during all this time in spite 
of the many handicaps I had to overcome. I felt I was working at Griffith 
University with one arm tied behind my back. I delegated to my deputy 
more responsibilities than the other three School Chairmen and had to bear 
the consequences personally. I kept up my spirit by telling myself that in the 
academic world a book would be remembered much longer than years of 
administrative work. I made the resolution to complete the gunpowder epic 
before the expiry of my term of office as School Chairman. My sojourn in 
Japan had provided me a good opportunity to write. I went to Canberra 
during university vacation to use the library facilities at the Australian Na- 
tional University, but was recalled back to act for the Vice-Chancellor, who 
was admitted to hospital for a heart condition. As the Vice-Chancellor was 
away, his secretary also took leave. I had to take along my School secretary 
to work in the Vice-Chancellor’s office. On the Vice-Chancellor’s desk I 
completed writing the transmission section of the gunpowder epic. On my 
Vice-Chancellor’s return to office I told him that in his absence, I had written 
a letter on his behalf to congratulate the Registrar on the birth of a son and 
asked my secretary to remove all the ashtrays from his office, besides writing 
the most important section of the gunpowder epic. He did not say a thing. 
Being a person with a strong will, he had no difficulty in giving up cigarette 
smoking. He had gone to hospital during a quiet season, when all the 
students and many members of staff were out of campus. I was not at fault 
for not having to do much administrative work. His office, on the other 
hand, was dedicated only to administration and not research. He did not 
know how to respond to my using his office to write the gunpowder epic. 
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As for my publications, I wrote only one in the Chinese language for 
Singapore and all the rest were in English. 66 In 1977 Canberra published a 
lecture I gave at the Australian National University on the history of Chi- 
nese astronomy in the form of a book. 67 On 27 February 1977 I presented 
a paper at a conference on cultural conflicts held at Tokyo University as a 
guest of the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 68 I then went to Kyoto to 


66 See Ho, P.Y. (1973), “Doctors take a New Look at Acupuncture”, Hemisphere, 
17:10—15; Ho, P.Y., Lim, B. and Morsingh, F. (1973), “Elixir Plants”, in Sivin, 
Nathan and Nakayama, Shigeru, Chinese Science (Camb. Mass.), 153-202; Ho, P. 
Y. (1973), “The Search for Perpetual Youth in China, with Special Reference to 
Chinese Alchemy”, Papers on Far Eastern History, 7:1-20; Ho, P.Y. (1973), “Magic 
Squares in East and West”, Papers on Far Eastern History, 8:115-141; Ho, P.Y. 
(1974), “Chinese Scientific Terminology”, Papers on Far Eastern History, 9:1-14; 
Ho, P.Y. (1974), “Higher Education in China”, Proceedings of the University of 
Adelaide Centenary Celebrations: Seminar on Asian- Australian Educational and Cul- 
tural Relations, Past, Present and Future, 101-109; Ho, P.Y. (1974), “Chinese Al- 
chemical and Medical Prescriptions — a Preliminary Study”, 14th International 
Congress of the History of Science Proceedings No. 3 (1974), 295-298; Ho, P.Y. 
(1976), “Three Dialogues in Science”, Hemisphere, 20:14-21, reprinted as “An 
East- West Dialogue on Science” , Asia Magazine (12 December 1976), 13-21; Ho, 
P.Y. (1976), “Huiyi Lien Shih-sheng xiansheng MJAjTdtJATfcJk ”, in Lien Wen- 
ssu and Lien Liang-ssu, Festschrift in Memory of Lien Shih-sheng, (Singapore), 40- 
51; Ho, P.Y. and Wang, L. (1976), “On the Karyu kyd, the Fire-Dragon Manual”, 
Papers on Far Eastern History, 16:147-159; Ho, P.Y. (1977), “The T’ang Monk- 
Scientist I-Hsing”, Buddhist Studies, 17:2-4, 12-13; Ho, P.Y. (1977), “Able and 
Adventurous: Navigation in the Chinese Tradition”, Hemisphere, 21:2-9; Ho, P.Y. 
(1977), “The Star Move Still”, Hemisphere, 21:22-29; Ho, P.Y. (1977), “Intra- 
Asian Influence of Science and Technology”, Proceedings of Seventh IAHA Confer- 
ence (Bangkok), 532-549; Ho, P.Y. (1978), “Modern Scientific Development in 
China”, Eastern Horizon, 17:5-9; Ho, P.Y. (1978), “Ancient Chinese Medicine”, 
Hemisphere 7:36-41. 

’'See Ho, P.Y. (1977), Modern Scholarship on the History of Chinese Astronomy, 
Australian National University Asian Studies Occasional Paper No. 16 (Canberra). 
68 See Ho, P.Y. (1978), “Pride and Prejudice: Science in Cultural Conflicts between 
Europe and China”, Proceedings of Asian Colloquim on Cidtural Conflicts, (Tokyo), 
pp. 1-13. 
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congratulate Kiyosi Yabuuti for the honour of being nominated to deliver a 
lecture on Chinese astronomy and the calendar in the presence of Emperor 
Hirohito at the Imperial Palace. Yabuuti invited me to lunch with a collabo- 
rator of Needham who was then responsible for writing the textile section, 
hoping that both of us would know about his progress. This collaborator 
had much experience in the textile industry, but was quite elderly and spoke 
no English. Ele said he was glad to be able to converse with me in Japanese 
and told us that owing to many outstanding commitments he hoped to start 
writing the following year. What he wrote would have to be rendered into 
English. When I reported our meeting to Needham, Peter Burbidge wrote to 
say that he had already found a replacement for this gentleman, who, in any 
case, passed away of old age shortly afterwards. In August the same year I 
read a paper at the 7th International Association of Historians of Asia con- 
ference in Bangkok. 69 I stopped over in Singapore on my way back to 
Brisbane and gave a talk at the Regional English Language Centre on “Tra- 
ditional Chinese Scientific and Technological Terminology” at a staff seminar. 
In December 1977 I participated in the 5th Leverhulme Conference held in 
the University of Hong Kong. 70 

My term of office as Chairman of School was due to expire in April 
1978. About a month before the due date I managed to complete the draft 
and send it off to Needham. Wang Ling seemed to have accepted the 
situation. He asked Wang Gungwu to bring me several boxes of the files he 
made, but these came after I had already sent my draft to Needham. Accord- 
ingly I returned those boxes to Wang Ling intact. 71 

My daughter Sook Ying obtained her first degree in science at the 
University of Queensland and carried on to work for a Ph.D. degree in 


6 ' ) See Ho, P.Y. (1977), “Intra-Asian Influence of Science and Technology”, 
Proceedings of Seventh IAHA Conference (Bangkok), pp. 532-549. 

70 See Ho, P.Y. (1981), “Modern Scientific Development in China”, Proceedings of 
Fifth Leverhulme Conference, University of Hong Kong, December 1977, pp. 265-286. 

71 Wang Ling later sent these boxes to the East Asian History of Science Library, 
Needham Research Institute, Cambridge. 
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chemistry. 7 ‘ I completed my term of office as Chairman of the School of 
Modern Asian Studies in April 1978. According to the regulations of Griffith 
University the term of office of a School Chairman was three years which 
could be renewed for another term of three years. The term of the four first 
School Chairmen was five years, renewable for another term of three years. 
The Vice-Chancellor would appoint a Chairman of School in consultation 
with members of the School concerned and with the approval of the univer- 
sity council. It so happened that all the four Schools turned out to have a 
new Chairman each. The university Registrar asked me to speak on the 
behalf of my colleagues at a university function to thank the outgoing Chair- 
men for their past services. As could be expected, politics within the Schools 
accompanied the appointment exercise, for example, the School of Modern 
Asian Studies, which had three professors, including me. The Vice-Chancel- 
lor would prefer to appoint a professor to be Chairman. He knew my pref- 
erence for scholarly research and would prefer to have someone with more 
interest in administration; I had also indicated to my colleagues in the 
School that I would not seek another term as School Chairman. There were 
only two contenders for the post, but there was much politics being played. 
I knew whom the Vice-Chancellor already had in mind, and tried to keep 
myself out of what was going on. In any case the majority agreed with the 
Vice-Chancellor’s intention. Unfortunately, my successor did not last long. 
After only a few months in office he died; the Chairmanship went to the 
other professor. 

Second Visit to China 

Needham wrote to ask me to go to Cambridge to go through my draft of the 
gunpowder epic with him. However, duty called; the Vice-Chancellor of 
Griffith University asked me to lead a team of 24 university members on a 
study tour to China as part of my duty, but entirely at my own expense. See 


72 She is now Principal Research Scientist with the Australian government and 
adjunct professor of aerospace dynamics at the University of Adelaide. 
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Figure 14. The Vice-Chancellor had personally led the First student study 
tour to China the year before. Having obtained permission for Lucy and me 
to visit China from the Minister of Home Affairs, Tan Sri Mohammad 
Ghazali bin Shafie, we embarked on our tour with 24 members in all. When 
we stopped over in Hong Kong, Rayson Huang asked the Dean of Arts to 
look after the team by fetching us from our hotel to visit the University of 
Hong Kong and then to one of the floating restaurants in Aberdeen for 
lunch, accompanied by several student representatives, who gave their Aus- 
tralian counterparts a practical lesson on the use of chopsticks. We visited 
Guangzhou, Beijing, Datong, Shanghai, Suzhou, Hangzhou and Guilin. In 
Beijing I asked my colleague Dr Larry Crissman to deputise for me in 
accompanying the team to visit the Great Wall of China and the Ming 
Tombs, so that I could be free to meet the scholars doing research on the 
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23 November 1979 


Professor Ho Peng Yoke 
8 Holdway Street 
KENMORE QLD 4069 


Dear Professor Ho 

I confirm that the University requested you, as a senior member of the 
School of Modern Asian Studies, to take the responsibility for heading 
a group of students and staff of the University on a tour through the 
People’s Republic of China over the period 24 November to 20 December 1978. 

The University believes It Is In the best interests of both the 
University and the School If such tours are led by a senior and 
experienced scholar and I am grateful to you for accepting this duty. 

As you know, for reasons of University policy, 1 am unable to reimburse 
your expenses for this trip. 


F.J. Willett 
Vice-Chancellor 



Yours sincerely 


Figure 14 An “order” from my Vice-Chancellor 
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history of Chinese science. There I met Dr Xi Zezong Director of 

the Institute for the History of Natural Sciences, for the first time. We had 
known each other through our publications on historical Chinese astro- 
nomical records almost 20 years earlier. At his request I gave an impromptu 
talk on research activities on the history of science outside China to mem- 
bers of his institute. That was my first experience in making a speech in 
putonghua in China. After the talk was over a member of the audience 
approached me saying that he could follow everything I said and detected 
from my accent that I was a southerner. I said he was perfectly right and 
asked him whether he could identify which part in the south I came from. 
As he was thinking aloud regarding the place I could have come from, 
starting from Hangzhou and Nanjing to the provinces of Fujian and 
Guangdong, I interrupted to say that it was further south, until he finally 
concluded that I came from Hainan Island. When I asked him to think of 
some more places further south, he said that it was not possible; although 
there were islands in the South China Sea, they were not inhabitable. On 
telling him that I came from further south beyond those islands, he said that 
I must have come from Singapore. When I informed him that I came from 
Australia, he said, “Comrade, you are pulling my leg”. 

On the more serious side, I had a discussion on the Chinese record of 
the 1054 supernova with Liu Jinyi XlJfyNJr, a colleague of Xi Zezong. I had 
earlier published an article in Vistas in Astronomy , which stated that the 
record in the Astronomical Chapters of the Official History of the Song 
Dynasty did not give the correct direction of the supernova. Liu Jinyi told 
me that he had found evidence that the direction given in the above record 
was a misprint. Xi Zezong also arranged for a group of senior researchers 
together with Dr Xia Nai JUM to have a meeting with me in the same 
afternoon at the Beijing Hotel. There we exchanged views on the state of 
research on the history of Chinese science and the ways to promote interest 
and research in the subject. I mentioned that when Needham first went to 
wartime China he had the ambition of rendering a helping hand to Chinese 
scientists. His effort in this direction had endeared him to the Chinese 
people long before the publication of the first volume of Science and Civilisation 
in China. After his return to Cambridge to begin work on the Science and 



4- A New Australian University 


B%1 

Civilisation in China project he did not forget the need to help Chinese 
scholars, although the field had narrowed down to the history of Chinese 
science. During the 1 960s I witnessed on more than one occasion his openly 
expressing his disappointment in not seeing participants from China at in- 
ternational conferences. Unfortunately his commitments in Cambridge and 
his involvement with the Science and Civilisation in China project gave him 
little time to divert himself to such aspirations. I suggested to the meeting 
that we should try to fill the vacuum, not only in helping Needham to fulfil 
his aspiration, but also, more importantly, to do a service to Chinese schol- 
ars of the history of science. The meeting unanimously agreed on the desir- 
ability of international symposiums on the history of Chinese science. Xi 
Zezong and Xia Nai hoped that I would start the ball rolling. 


Sabbatical Leave in Tokyo and Hong Kong 

By April 1979 I had earned six months’ sabbatical, subject to the approval of 
Griffith University. Needham urged me to go to Cambridge to sit down 
together with him to go through the gunpowder epic. From my past expe- 
rience that would mean spending six months in Cambridge, while I esti- 
mated that it would only take less than a month for Needham to work 
together with me in going over my draft on the gunpowder epic, with the 
rest of the time spent on waiting for Needham to be free to attend to me. I 
had been living in a western environment for six long years so Cambridge 
would not give me much of a change. Instead of using my hard-earned 
sabbatical to go to Cambridge to join Needham I chose to take my sabbati- 
cal partly in Japan and partly in Hong Kong to have a change of environment. 
My decision turned out to be to the advantage of both Needham and me. As 
events turned out, Needham went to the Chinese University of Hong Kong 
for the Chien Mu lecture series, while I happened to be in Hong Kong at 
the same time. It was that visit of his that led to the formation of the Hong 
Kong East Asian History of Science Foundation. According to the plan for 
Science and Civilisation in China at that time, the gunpowder epic section was 
to combine with the paper and printing section to form volume 5, part 1. 
Even if Needham and I had set out to produce the final version of the 
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gunpowder epic together in Cambridge in 1979, there would still be a 
problem when the paper and printing section by Tsien Ts’un-hsiun ®#iJH 
turned out to be so substantial a few years later that it had to form one 
independent book. It became volume 5, part 1. Not wishing to see a thin 
book for the gunpowder epic, Needham enlarged what I had written to 
make it volume 5, part 7 all by himself. 

I spent half of my sabbatical of three months in Tokyo as a Visiting 
Researcher at Tokyo University, attached to the International Relations De- 
partment headed by Shinkichi Eto TUU'T’ pf at the Komaba campus. I 
went daily to the National Diet Library. There I came across a rare hand- 
written copy dated 1805 from an original 16th-century block-printed edi- 
tion of the alchemical work, Danfang jianyuan flffij MJiJL The original 16th- 
century work is in the library collection of the Imperial Palace of Japan. I 
copied the whole book by hand, as making a photocopy of this rare book 
was not permitted. At my request the library made photocopies of three 
selected pages of the book for the purpose of illustration. While copying the 
book, I compared it with the modern version that was reproduced from the 
1 5th-century edition and found it to be more complete and accurate than 
the modem printed version. I also made the acquaintance of the Chief 
Librarian of the National Diet Library, Mr Minoru Kishida if DTif-. 

The other three months of my sabbatical were spent at the University of 
Hong Kong, as an Honorary Professor, attached to the Department of Chi- 
nese and the Centre of Asian Studies. Rayson Huang offered me free accom- 
modation with free breakfast at the old Master Plat of Robert Black College. 
In return I offered to give a series of four public lectures on the history of 
science at the Science Paculty of his university. My lectures were to appear 
later as a Griffith Occasional Paper, published jointly with the Centre of Asian 
Studies. 73 I also conducted three seminars in the M.A. by coursework 
programme of the Department of Chinese, gave a public lecture on the 
influence of the Book of Changes on traditional Chinese science that was 


73 See Ho, P.Y. (1982) The Swinging Pendulum: Science in East and West ivith special 
reference to China (Centre of Asian Studies, University of Hong Kong). 
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jointly organised by the Department of Chinese and the Centre of Asian 
Studies on October 12, and conducted a staff seminar at the Department of 
Physics. At Robert Black College I worked on the material collected in 
Tokyo and wrote a book that I dedicated to my friend Rayson Huang. 74 My 
son Yik Hong had an elective term during his clinical years that required 
him to gain outside experience by being attached to another university or 
hospital during vacation time. He found attachment in the medical school 
of the University of Hong Kong and stayed with me in my flat at the Robert 
Black College. 

Needham was in Hong Kong giving the series of Chien Mu Lectures at 
the Chinese University of Hong Kong. Lu Gwei-Djen was with him, and I 
had several occasions to meet them. I went over to the Chinese University of 
Hong Kong in Shatin to attend two of his lectures, but could not fit in the 
others because they clashed with my own lecture time. It was for the same 
reason that I could not join Needham in a television interview; Dr Thomas 
Lee CT/dil of the Chinese University of Hong Kong played the part of an 
interviewer instead. Needham’s visit received much publicity in the local 
Chinese newspapers. He made known to his friends his desire to look for 
funding for a building in which to house his library. He had an old friend in 
Peter Lisowski, the Professor of Anatomy at the University of Hong Kong, at 
that time. Needham was the houseguest of Peter Lisowski and Ei Yoke (Mrs 
Lisowski) on several occasions. During his days in China Needham also 
knew Mr Li Tsung-ying a correspondent with the Dagongbao (Ta 

KungPao newspaper, who became the editor of the Eastern 

Horizon. 7 '"’ Then there was Dr Peter Lee who spent some time 


74 See Ho, P.Y. (1980), Daozang Danfang jianyuan ifiiSlUdTj iUSC (Tuku Tao’s 
Tan-fang chien-yuan\ a 10th-Century Alchemy Source-Book, in Chinese, with an 
Introduction in English) (Centre of Asian Studies, University of Hong Kong). 

75 Lisowski adopted a Chinese name Li Shouji S' ‘T f&and Needham took the 
Chinese name Li Yuese CUTS'. They had the same Chinese surname as Li Tsung- 
ying and Peter Lee. Thus the three members of the Li clan in Hong Kong put their 
heads together in order to help their fellow clansman in Cambridge. So went the story. 
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between 1976 and 1 977 in Cambridge to work with Needham on Science and 
Civilisation in China while under the employment of Coco-Cola. The three 
of them met together and decided to approach Dr Philip Mao dhlVl'Rj' to 
form and be the Chairman of a trust set up for the purpose of helping 
Needham. Philip Mao was a well-known surgeon and art collector with a 
wide circle of friends in Hong Kong. This was the beginning of the East 
Asian History of Science Foundation, Hong Kong. At its first function, it 
invited prominent businessmen in Hong Kong to a reception in the pres- 
ence of Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen. I was also present at the reception. 

Needham made no mention of the gunpowder epic when we met each 
other in Hong Kong. On his return to Cambridge, however, he wrote to ask 
me to go to Cambridge in early 1980 to work with him on my draft. I 
replied politely that I would be unable to make the trip. Needham decided 
to work on my draft by himself. 

I got back to routine teaching at Griffith University after my return to 
Brisbane. 1980 also saw the graduation of my son Yik Hong with a M.B., B. 
S. (Hons) degree from the University of Queensland. Until then Lucy and I 
were able to have all our five children living together with us under the same 
roof. I began to realise that we would not be able to maintain the same state 
very much longer. 

Griffith University found itself operating on a very tight budget during 
the year 1980. It happened that the Chair of Chinese at the University of 
Hong Kong was about to fall vacant upon the retirement of Professor Ma 
Meng 7?; St, and the university was finding it difficult to find a suitable 
candidate to fill the vacancy. Rayson Huang negotiated with Griffith Uni- 
versity to appoint me as Professor of Chinese and Head of Department on a 
three-year secondment. The secondment would begin from April 1981. There 
was talk of staff retrenchment in the air. I proposed that those who were able 
to get a secondment to universities overseas if not to other universities in 
Australia might render such a step unnecessary. I noticed a marked change 
in the School of Modern Asian Studies. I could no longer find in the School 
any Japanese visiting professor supported by the Japan Foundation or a 
visiting scholar from Southeast Asia sponsored by the Malaysian Airlines 
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System. Neither was there any exchange student from the Tokyo Daito Bunka 
University. 

I heard news that Professor Ulrich Libbrecht was planning to hold an 
international conference on the history of Chinese science at Leuven, Belgium. 
I corresponded with him on the dates of his intended conference and sug- 
gested to him that, in the unlikely event that funding became a big issue, he 
might consider holding the conference jointly with the Department of Chi- 
nese at the University of Hong Kong in December 1981. Eventually Ulrich 
Libbrecht held the conference in Leuven in 1982. In November 1980 I 
attended the First Australian Conference on the History of Mathematics 
held in Monash University, Melbourne. 76 


76 See Ho, P.Y. (1981), “Ancient Chinese Mathematics”, Proceedings of the First 
Australian Conference of History of Mathematics (Clayton, Victoria), pp. 91-102. 



This page intentionally left blank 



The University of Hong Kong 


A University Department where East and West Met 

I accepted my secondment to the University of Hong Kong as a challenge. 

The expectation of the holder of the Chair of Chinese there was rather 
unique. Academically, any university in the West would be satisfied when 
the appointee was a Sinologist of international repute. A university in China 
would try to look for an eminent Chinese scholar, proven by his or her 
publications in Chinese, and ideally accompanied by skills in one or more of 
the traditional arts of calligraphy, painting, music and poetry, although 
such ambitions were not always realised. The University of Hong Kong is 
and was a Western-style university, originally modelled after the British 
university system. To the administration and most of the academics, other 
than those within the Chinese Department, a Sinologist with an interna- 
tional reputation would be eminently suited to fill the Chair of Chinese. 
However, the expectation of the Chinese community in Hong Kong was 
more in line with that in China. If the choice were for the latter, a head of 
department without proficiency in the English language would present prob- 
lems to the administration of not only the Chinese Department but also the 
Faculty of Arts and the university as a whole. A third, but often overlooked, 
problem was the preference of students of Chinese in those days to listen to 
lectures delivered in the Cantonese dialect. Rayson Huang, who was in- 
volved around 1 963 in the appointment exercise that led me to the Chair of 
Chinese Studies at the University of Malaya, subsequently witnessed the 
successful building up of the Chinese Studies Department and my accep- 
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tance by both the university and the community in Kuala Lumpur. He knew 
about my publications and my connections with Needham. Perhaps he had 
also taken into consideration that Cantonese was my mother tongue. 

Before I left for Hong Kong, my friend Liu Ts’un-yan, who was knowl- 
edgeable about conditions in Hong Kong paid me a visit and talked about 
my secondment to the University of Hong Kong. He said that working in 
Australian universities demanded that we published our works in the En- 
glish language. He suggested that I should publish more in the Chinese 
language when I went to Hong Kong. The reason he gave was to raise the 
standard of Chinese publications, but I felt that he was trying to advise me 
on how to gain acceptance by the Chinese community in Hong Kong. From 
personal observation as a Visiting Professor in 1979, I knew that publishing 
research work in the Chinese language could be a handicap for some mem- 
bers of the Chinese Department in the University of Hong Kong. Many 
members of the promotion committee or staff committee in the university 
hierarchy were neither able to understand the publications in Chinese nor 
knowledgeable about the academic standing of the journals themselves. They 
would seldom give the candidate for promotion the benefit of the doubt. I 
resolved that, as head of department, I should do what I could to help by 
explaining the publications and commenting on the standing of the journals 
concerned. 

The question of gaining public acceptance fortunately did not arise when 
I worked in the University of Hong Kong. In 1982 the Hong Kong Society 
of Translation elected me Honorary Fellow of that society. I received 
invitations to speak in either English or Cantonese to universities, learned 
societies, social clubs and high schools. I spoke several times at the United 
College of the Chinese University of Hong Kong, both because of the friend- 
liness of its President Professor Chen Tien-chi and because Lucy’s 

uncle, Sir Kenneth Fung, was a past Chairman of the Board of Trustees of 
the College. 77 I spoke on a variety of topics, from Daoism to an audience of 


77 For example, see Ho, P.Y. (1984), “Li Madou jiqi zai keji zhuanbo shang suo ban 
jiaose 'Gl ” (Matteo Ricci and the part he played 

in the transmission of science, in Chinese), United Btdletin, 40:3-5. 
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Roman Catholic nuns to Chinese mathematics at the St. Stephen College. 78 I 
cannot forget the occasion when I was the guest speaker on Speech Day at 
the La Salle College in Kowloon and had to give a talk on the importance of 
learning English. One might wonder why the Principal picked the Professor 
of Chinese instead of the Professor of English to speak on this topic. The 
reason was simply that we knew each other in the late 1 940s when we were 
in the same school in Ipoh, Malaysia. On the morning of the Speech Day I 
had breakfast at Robert Black College together with a guest from North 
America. On hearing that I was about to speak on the importance of learn- 
ing English, my guest said jokingly that it would be a very easy thing for me 
to do. Lie suggested that I just needed to say the following: 

“I am the Professor of Chinese. Elong Kong will soon be returned 

to China. There is no future for English. You should learn 

Chinese instead. Are there any questions?” 

I did begin my speech at the La Salle College with these words, saying that 
it was the advice given to me by an American professor on his visit to Hong 
Kong, but I added that neither was this advice made seriously nor would I 
take it to let down my old friend from Ipoh, the College Principal. The 
American professor had unwittingly provided me the means to start off my 
talk with something unexpected to capture the attention of my audience. 

Chinese newspapers and magazines frequently asked me to contribute 
articles. I wrote for the Ta KungPao , the Sing Tao Daily (M>% P ffi) and the 
MingPao Monthly Magazine (pJJjpj J PJ), to mention a few. Interestingly, the 
local Chinese press carried different versions of my native home. One said 
that it was Panyu district, another said Shunde IIP PP district, while a third 
and a fourth said it was Shantou city and Fujian province. I made no response 
to these conflicting versions; I could not feel any difference after all. 
Understandably, being a Professor of Chinese, I received less attention from 


78 The word “college” was used in a narrower sense in Hong Kong than in Britain, 
generally confined to a sub-university tertiary institution or a secondary school 
(sometimes with primary classes). 
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the local English newspapers. However, the leading English newspaper was 
keen to carry views by a Professor of Chinese on popular issues outside his 
specialty. The administration office of the University of Hong Kong seemed 
to take an interest in the activities of its staff which were reported in the 
English press. Figure 15 from the South China Morning Post is an example 
of a newspaper cutting I received from that office with its compliments. 
Perhaps the university was glad to notice that its Professor of Chinese was not 
living in an ivory tower. 


A living language 
must reconcile tg p 
evolution, changed 

I READ ihe two letters of Colin Porter Pountney (SCM 
Post, January 14) and Clarence McCord (SCM Post. January 
26) with interest. 

Perhaps one may like to hear from a non-native speaker of 
English who has no axe to grind with cither side of the 
Atlantic and no expertise in their languages either. 

Sentimentally, I tend to share the view of Mr Pountney. 

I hate to have to unlearn what I was taught in school 
several decades ago. This is rather disconcerting for one 
whose mother tongue is Chinese. 

However, I have to accept a fact of life that evolution 
continuously takes place in all living languages in the world. 

For example, each time I visit Tokyo I find that I have to 
acquire a new vocabulary. 

Once I ordered a plate of fried rice at a small restaurant 
frequented by undergraduates of Keio University and asked 
for “yaki meshi” and when the attendant asked me once 
more, 1 said **cha han," both terms meaning “fried rice.** But 
M Hai, furaido raisu" came the reply. 

Some Japanese may regard this as an English or American 
threat to the Japanese language. However, in making judg- 
ment I must not let sentiment get the better of me. 

1 see the problem not as a question of threat or no threat 
but rather as the vitality of English in its role as the most 
commonly used language in the world. 

This is, indeed, the greater contribution by Britain to 
human civilisation. 

I can perceive two camps, one considering the American 
threat to English as real, and the other holding the opposite 
view. Which direction the English language will follow 
depends on how much each side can assert itself or hold its 
own. 

The situation does not remain static — usage alone 
determines whichever individual case will eventually prevail. 

This is a natural phenomenon for living languages such as 
English and Chinese, and their magnitude grows with the 
number of people using them. 

Such a phenomenon becomes rare only in the case of a 
“dead language" like Latin. 

HQ PENG-YOK E 
Professor of Chinese 
University of Hongkong 


Figure 15 The South China Morning Post 


One important thing I realised 
that one had to handle well before 
I assumed duty in Hong Kong was 
staff matters. The Department of 
Chinese in the University of Hong 
Kong then probably had the larg- 
est number of students and largest 
number of teaching staff among the 
universities outside China. Teach- 
ing was divided into three groups, 
namely Chinese literature, Chinese 
history and translation, and the 
teaching staff naturally fell into 
these groups. Competition was 
inevitable, especially in the case 
where the head of department be- 
longed to one of the groups and 
was suspected, whether or not 
justifiably, by the other two groups 
to show favouritism to his own. My 
policy was to show a personal in- 
terest in all the three groups and 
my respect for the individual ex- 
pertise of every member of my 
colleagues. My own expertise in the 
history of science was a great asset, 
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as it offered no threat to the expertise of any individual and was beyond 
challenge in that part of the world. Just as in Kuala Lumpur, it was fortu- 
nate that I did not play mahjong nor drink strong alcohol at dinner. I did not 
join my colleagues in such ventures to avoid becoming too familiar with any 
individual or being suspected of having been so. However, I was always 
approachable and I left my office door wide open so as to be transparent. 

I thought of making some special contribution to the Department of 
Chinese during my term of office in Hong Kong. Developing a course on 
the history of Chinese science alone would not be of general significance to 
the whole field of Chinese studies. I saw the problem of communication 
between traditional Chinese scholars and Sinologists. This had not been a 
problem to me since my days in Kuala Lumpur, nor to some of my col- 
leagues at the University of Hong Kong. My experience in Japan, however, 
brought in a new dimension. Japan had a very important part to play both 
in the preservation of Chinese texts that were already lost in China, and in 
Chinese studies itself, for example, writings on Chinese literature and 
philosophy. I noticed that most Japanese scholars in Chinese did not speak 
the modern putonghua official common Chinese dialect and read classical 
Chinese texts in an ancient Chinese local dialect with punctuation and 
clarifications added in Japanese — they read Chinese texts as kambun IX SC . 
Reading in kambun makes a text easier to understand to a Japanese student 
than reading the same text in Chinese to a Chinese student. Since many, 
but not all, Japanese professors of Chinese did not speak putonghua or write 
in English or Chinese, I wrote in Japanese in my official correspondence 
with them. 7 " 1 Figure 16 shows an introduction written for a Japanese book 
on Dunhuang music. 


7) I must add that there were also Japanese professors in Chinese who spoke 
impeccable putonghua. I had a colleague who was educated in and received a Master 
of Arts degree from Kyoto University. I had not heard him speak Japanese and was 
wondering why he did not learn Japanese during his stay in Tokyo. Of course, not 
having heard him speak Japanese did not necessarily mean that he could not speak 
Japanese. One day I met his teacher Professor Shigeru Kyomizu ii'l TjX. On 
conversing with him in putonghua it dawned on me that he was in Kyoto to teach 
my colleague modern Chinese literature and not the Japanese language. 
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Figure 16 Introduction to a 
Japanese book 


Since I had colleagues in the Department of Chinese who were educated 
in Oxford as well as Australia, I would like to see some colleagues with 
Japanese experience, especially when Japan was a nearer neighbour to Hong 
Kong than the Western countries. I encouraged and helped a student of 
mine doing history of Chinese science, Fung Kam Weng /'^il'Ac, to study 
in Kyoto under Keiji Yamada 1 1 1 PJfKJL He obtained a doctoral degree from 
Kyoto University and is now teaching the history of Chinese science course 
that I started at the University of Hong Kong. At the request of a colleague, 
Lai Wood Yan ’, I became his supervisor for his Ph.D. candidature on 

modern Chinese literature. He had earlier received his Master’s degree from 
Kyoto University. The reason for my agreeing to be his supervisor was my 
desire to see some of my colleagues with Japanese experience. Although it 
was a case where the student had much more knowledge of the subject than 
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his supervisor, Wood Yan completed his candidature in good time and 
submitted a highly commendable thesis. 


Conference on the History of Chinese Science and 
Needham in East Asia 

I assumed duty at the University of Hong Kong in April. After only a few days 
at the Robert Black College, I moved to an apartment at Fulham Garden, 
Pokfulam Road, about ten minutes’ walk from the university. My office was 
in a corner on the top floor of the Loke Yew Building. Soon after my arrival 
in Hong Kong I received bad news from Kuala Lumpur that my younger 
brother Ho Thong had passed away in the University Hospital there. I last 
saw him in Sydney in 1980. 

I gave a public lecture at the Space Museum on 29 April as one of the 
Hong Kong-Denmark Lectures on Science and Humanities, sponsored by 
the Carlsberg Research Establishments. 80 In August 1981 I went to the 
International Expo in Osaka, accompanied by my Ippokai friends at their 
annual gathering. I then went to Tokyo to discuss with Shigeru Nakayama 
about the 1983 2nd History of Chinese Conference that I was planning to 
hold in Hong Kong. Nakayama took the opportunity to take me to a meeting 
concerning Needham’s forthcoming trip to Japan to launch the publication 
of the Japanese translations of the four volumes of Science and Civilisation in 
China. The publisher decided to end the publication at this stage as it found 
the Japanese version to be a financial liability, taking the absence of volume 
5, part 1 as the excuse for not being able to continue the translation. 
Nevertheless, the Japanese version must not end without ceremony. There 
were only two other persons at the meeting, which was held over lunch in a 
Chinese restaurant at the Okura Hotel, Tokyo. They were Notamauhiko 
Katayama Jf ll|j=L/t>, the publisher of Shisakusha AU j I : , and Teruyo 
Ushiyama - / f-ll Professor of English at a university of music who acted 


80 See Ho, P.Y. (1983), “Tycho Brahe (1546-1601) and China” in Hong Kong- 
Denmark Lectures on Science and Humanities (Hong Kong University Press), pp. 
53-60. 
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as interpreter for Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen during their visits to Japan. 
They discussed how to look after Needham. I suggested that they provide a 
big car, for Needham to take the front seat and to carry his substancial 
luggage in the boot. 

On 1 1 October Needham arrived in Hong Kong accompanied by Lu 
Gwei-Djen on their way to Japan. By then my son Yik Hong had come to 
Hong Kong to work as a medical officer. He used to fetch Needham and 
Gwei-Djen in his car. Needham and Gwei-Djen stayed with Peter Lisowski 
in his university quarters. It was at Lisowski’s home that Needham heard the 
news from Cambridge that the East Asian History of Science Trust would 
have a research institute named after him. The next day Philip Mao organised 
a reception party at the Peking Restaurant, Alexander House, in Hong Kong 
to launch the formation of the East Asian History of Science Foundation, 
Hong Kong. On 14 October he held a reception at the City Hall to publicise 
the Foundation and to attract donors. Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen returned 
to Hong Kong from Japan in November. At my invitation Needham came 
to the Department of Chinese to give a talk on his methodology to the M. 
A. by coursework students. I was then at the point of completing my writing 
of the final draft of Zhongguo kejishi gailun 4^ together with 

a colleague Ho Koon Piu We decided to dedicate the book to 

Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen to mark the occasion of their visit. I informed 
Needham about the 2nd Conference on the History of Chinese Science to 
be held in December 1993 in Hong Kong, and he agreed to be present. 

In 1981 the Hong Kong government appointed me as a member of its 
Chinese Foundation Advisory Board. Following the retirement of Peter 
Lisowski from his Chair of Anatomy of the University of Hong Kong and his 
migration to Tasmania, I filled his vacancy in the East Asian History of 
Science Foundation, Hong Kong. 1981 was also the year that my eldest 
daughter completed her studies at the medical school of the University of 
Queensland. She later went to London to do her M.R.C.P. examination, 


81 See Ho, P.Y. and Ho, K.P. (1983), Zhongguo kejishi gailun (Outline of History 
of Science in China, in Chinese), Zhonghua Book Co., Hong Kong. 
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followed by an M.D. degree from the University of Melbourne and a 
Fellowship of the College of Physicians. 

In the spring of 1 982 I went to Cambridge to attend the “Geo-Cultural 
Visions of the World Seminar” organised by the United Nations University 
at Cambridge with the help of the East Asian Plistory of Science Library at 
Brooklands Avenue, Cambridge. Needham showed me the final version of 
the gunpowder epic section that he had completed on his own. After he had 
worked on it, my original draft doubled in size. This was due to a change of 
plans. Since the paper and printing section by Tsien Ts’un-hsiun, originally 
planned to be combined with the gunpowder epic section to form part 1 of 
volume 5, turned out to be so substantial as to occupy the whole of part 1, 
the gunpowder epic section needed to be enlarged to form an independent 
volume as part 7 of volume 5. Lu Gwei-Djen complained to me privately 
that Needham had spent too much time on the gunpowder epic section. I 
could read that she was worried about the section on medicine that Needham 
was supposed to write together with her. I saw Dorothy Needham before I 
left Cambridge. I later received a letter from her (Figure 16). That was the 
last letter she wrote to me. 

In April I gave two staff seminars at the Department of Chinese and the 
Department of Philosophy of Zhongshan University in Guangzhou. That 
gave me my first experience of giving a formal lecture at a university in China. 
I took the opportunity of my visit to establish relations between the Depart- 
ment of Chinese of the University of Hong Kong and its counterpart in 
Zhongshan University. Subsequently there were frequent visits by members 
of the academic staff between the two universities. There were then two 
students from Griffith University studying Chinese over there. I took them 
to dinner at the Nanyuan Restaurant. 

I helped the Dean of Arts of the University of Hong Kong to organise 
a conference in summer at the Australian National University on library 
computerisation for librarians in Mainland China and Taiwan. The Austra- 
lian National University was responsible for applying for funds to bring in 
delegates from Mainland China, while the Dean of Arts had to do so for the 
delegates from Taiwan. I cannot forget the occasion when he took me out to 
lunch with the would-be donor, who was our host. Towards the end of the 
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Figure 17 Letter from 
Dorothy Needham 


lunch our host asked the Dean how much money was needed. The Dean said 
he needed HK$80,000. Our host took out his chequebook and said, “For 
such a small amount of money you need not have troubled Professor Ho by 
bringing him along.” Perhaps that was the Hong Kong way of doing things. 
I went to Canberra to attend the conference and spoke to give thanks to the 
Vice-Chancellor of the Australian National University. This was one of the 
earliest occasions where scholars from Mainland China and Taiwan met. 

I received an invitation to present a paper at Zagreb, Yugoslavia, in 
September that year. It was a conference organised by the International 
Association of Universities in Paris. Rayson Huang was then the President of 
the Association of the Southeast Asian Higher Institutes of Learning 
(ASAHIL). He asked me to represent him as the observer from ASAHIL to 
save him the time and trouble of making a long trip. Thus I attended the 
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conference wearing two hats. The paper I delivered was about the relationship 
between the humanities and science. 82 There was much discussion on the 
bridging of the gap between humanities and science, and the conference 
agreed generally that the teaching of the history of science was one of the 
methods. One member singled out Needham as one who could bridge the 
humanities and science. 

Spanning the humanities and science had been the main theme of my 
talks and writings in my early days in Hong Kong. For example, in my 
inaugural lecture in 1982 I illustrated this theme by the philosophy of neo- 
Confucianism. 83 In 1987 1 wrote an article on the link between science and the 
humanities for the Ming Pao Monthly Magazine . 84 In the same year the 
Taiwanese magazine Kuo-wen tien-ti I ,; [ JCJvitil reproduced my article on 
“Science and the Humanities”. 85 My research, however, did not restrict itself 
to this main theme. 1982 witnessed the 77th birthday of Kiyosi Yabuuti, an 
important occasion in Japanese life. I contributed an article in Japanese to a 
Festschrift in his honour. 86 I had earlier contributed an article to a Festschrift 
in honour of Needham’s 80th birthday, but the article was only published in 
1982. 87 1982 was also the year when the Fung Ping Shan Library celebrated 


8 “See Ho, P.Y. (1983), “The Special Place of the Humanities in Adapting 
Traditional Values to Changing Scientific and Technological Patterns and their 
Impact on Contemporary Society”, in International Association of Universities, 
Contemporary Scientific and Technological Changes: Their Impact on the Humanities 
in University Education (Paris), pp. 21-24. 

83 See Ho, P.Y. (1982), “In Harmony with Nature: Principles spanning the Sciences 
and the Humanities”, University of Hong Kong Supplementary to the Gazette , 29.4, all. 
84 See Ho, P.Y. (1987), “ Kexue ivenxue yixian qian J4'7 r 5C'7 r ” (A Thread 

linking science and literature, in Chinese), Mingbao yuekan (Hong Kong, March 
1987) pp. 84-91. 

85 See Ho, P.Y. (1987), “Kexue yu wenxue J-J'Y 1 J .ft '"ft ” (in Chinese), Kuo-iven tien- 
ti, 2.11:68-75. 

86 See Ho, P.Y. (1982), “Chikyozu no kenkyii itklaffl ‘ft ” (On the Chikyozu, in 
Japanese), Festschrift in honour of Professor Yabuuchi Kiyoshi (Kyoto), pp. 143-153. 

87 See Ho, P.Y. (1982), “Zaohua zhinan de yanjiu” (On the Zaohua zhinan, in 
Chinese), in Explorations in the History of Science and Technology in China, 
(Shanghai) pp. 357-366. 
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its Golden Jubilee. The library had the largest collection of Chinese books 
among all the British Commonwealth universities. As Head of the Department 
of Chinese I had close official connections with this library, while in my private 
capacity, the donor of the library was Lucy’s grand uncle and my father-in-law 
was his trusted assistant in business. I was glad to be able to contribute an 
article in celebration of the Golden Jubilee of the library. 88 

Professor Liu Kwang-ting from the Taiwan National University 

saw me at my office and asked me to visit Taiwan to promote the study of 
the history of Chinese science. His visit was followed by an official invita- 
tion from Professor Wang Shou-nan of the National Chengchi 

University. On 20 December Lucy, together with our two youngest daughters, 
Sook Kee and Sook Pin, joined me on a tour to Taiwan. My first assignment 
was to give a talk at the Institute of Modern History of the Academia Sinica. 
The topic of the talk concerned my connections with Needham. Two impor- 
tant events resulted from this occasion. During question time a member of 
the audience asked me why Needham had never visited Taiwan. I replied 
asking whether Taiwan had ever sent him an invitation. This paved the way 
for Needham’s visit to Taiwan in 19 8 4. 89 The Bulletin of the Institute of 
Modern History published the whole text of my talk. 90 Magazines and 
newspapers in Hong Kong and Singapore quoted from this article. The 


88 See Ho, P.Y. (1982), “ Keji wenxian jicun JdftliUfrAJTi? ” (Restoration of some 
scattered fragmentary Chinese texts on traditional science and technology, in 
Chinese), Fung Ping Shan Library Golden Jubilee Essays, vol. 1 (Hong Kong), 
pp. 124-140. 

8, Wang Shou-nan and Liu Kwang-ting knew Needham’s old friend, Mr Chen Li- 
fu who was the Minister of Education when Needham was in wartime 

China and who supported the translation of Science and Civilisation in China into 
Chinese in Taiwan. Chen Li-fu was still influential in the government in those days. 
I also wrote to Needham saying that his friends in Taiwan would welcome his visit. 
90 See Ho, P.Y. (1983), “Wo did Li Yuese he Zhongguo kejishi de renshi 
JUTEHJdftltfl'tliLJJ'i ” (Joseph Needham and History of Science as known to 
me, in Chinese), Bulletin of the Lnstitute of Modem History, Academia Sinica (Taipei), 
1.12:425-438. 
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manager of the Hong Kong branch of Sanlian Book Company approached 
me to write a book on Needham. Lu Gwei-Djen told me that she and 
Needham read about my article in a Chinese newspaper while they were in 
Singapore. Although I had visited Taiwan several times before, my talk at 
Academia Sinica was my first academic contact with Taiwan. I also gave 
lectures at the National Taiwan University, the National Chengchi Univer- 
sity and the National Normal University. There was little activity in history 
of science research in Taiwan in those days. Apart from Liu Kwang-ting the 
only other person with an interest in the subject that I met was Wang Ping 
I . if- of the Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica. After my official 
commitments my family and I went on a tour to the Sun Moon Lake and 
Kaohsiung, accompanied by Mrs Su, the wife of a former colleague in Kuala 
Lumpur, Su Ying-hui. 

After her return to Australia, Sook Kee successfully completed her 
medical school examinations in 1983 with an M.B., B.S. degree. 1983 also 
saw the publication of two books in Chinese that I wrote in collaboration with 
my colleagues. One was the Zhongguo kejishi gailun , which was dedicated to 
Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen. A pirate edition of this book later appeared in 
Taiwan. The other was the Ningwang Zhu Quart jiqi Gengxin yuce 
tt Y-‘ ' IvJlil (Prince Zhu Quan and his Gengxin yuce) with L.Y.Chiu, 

which was published as Griffith Asian Papers Monograph No. 8 in Hong 
Kong. 

In August 1983 I attended the 31st International Congress of Human 
Sciences in Asia and North Africa in Tokyo and Kyoto. I met Prince Mikasa, 
a younger brother of Emperor Hirohito, and the Nobel Laureate Hideki 
Yukawa Uj ) I 1 M at the opening reception held at the Akasaka Prince Hotel. 
Prince Misaka had been at the Australian National University before, and 
hearing that I had also been there, he shook my hand vigorously like old 
friends meeting each other, much to the surprise of the delegates around. I 
read about Yukawa in my student days. He had two brothers who were 
eminent scholars in Chinese. I have met all the three brothers. In Tokyo I 
was interviewed by NHK Television. A friend later wrote to say that I appeared 
in Channel 3 of the NHK Kyoiku Television programme entitled Ajia no me: 
Sekai no me r A 7 P> jd : tit If- ® H on 20 September that year. 
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The second part of the conference took place in Kyoto. Kiyosi Yabuuti 
was the organiser for the sessions on the history of science. Besides present- 
ing my paper on the astrological interpretations of clouds and vapours in a 
Dunhuang MS, I shared with Keiji Yamada the responsibility of chairing 
the morning and afternoon sessions of section 9 of the conference on 3 
September.' 11 

My visit to Kyoto sparked off a new line of research for me. It happened 
quite accidentally. I was staying at the Kyoto Hotel. After the closing 
ceremony on the last day of the conference I returned to my hotel and felt 
that I needed a haircut. I told the front desk that I would be in the hotel 


91 See Ho, P.Y. (1984), “The Dunhuang MS Zhan yunqi shu ’ , Proceedings XXI 
International Congress of Humanistic Science in Asia and North Africa (Tokyo), 
1:468-469. 
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barbershop just in case there was any telephone call for me. As my barber was 
about to put the finishing touch the telephone rang for me. It was a call 
from Michio Yano Wilt If!, saying that he would call within half an hour 

to guide me to the Kyoto Royal Hotel, where Yabuuti had invited those who 
helped in the history of science sessions to dinner at a Chinese restaurant. 
Actually, the Kyoto Royal Hotel was just opposite the Kyoto Hotel. On 
reaching the Kyoto Royal Hotel, my attention was drawn to a small group 
of women fortune-tellers applying a Chinese fate-calculation method to tell 
the fortune of a client. That reminded me of the horoscope made for my father 
by a fate-calculator in Hong Kong. I decided to find out more about this 
method. That was how my interest in fate-calculation began. It was also a 
coincidence that Yano himself later turned out to be a scholar of Arabic, 
Indian and Chinese astrology. He was one of the last three disciples of 
Yabuuti. Shigeru Nakayama, an earlier student of Yabuuti, also had some 
interest in East Asian astrology. I had many occasions later to discuss with 
both Yano and Nakayama on matters concerning their expertise. 

Needham went to Hong Kong in October to receive an honorary degree 
from the Chinese University of Hong Kong in Shatin. Shortly before I set off 
for Japan for the above mentioned conference, both he and Dr Ma Lin Sjl[§, 
the Vice-Chancellor of the Chinese University of Hong Kong, tried to per- 
suade me to bring forward the date of the coming 2nd International Confer- 
ence on the History of Chinese Science from December to October so that 
Needham need not have to make another trip to Hong Kong in just under 
two months. I could not comply with their request because the delegates 
needed time to prepare their papers and make travel arrangements, and my 
colleagues at the University of Hong Kong were working on a tight schedule 
to prepare for the conference. I was an invited guest at the conferment of an 
honorary degree on Needham. I told Needham that I should be congratulat- 
ing Ma Lin rather than him for succeeding in getting him to come to honour 
the Chinese University of Hong Kong by his presence. 

On 20 October Needham delivered the first East Asian History of 
Science Foundation of Hong Kong Lecture at the University of Hong 
Kong. His lecture entitled “Gunpowder as the Fourth Power: East and 
West” was culled from the gunpowder epic section that had yet to go to 
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the press. Rayson Huang introduced the speaker, while I said words of thanks 
on behalf of the East Asian History of Science Foundation, Hong Kong, as 
well as the University of Hong Kong. I was also responsible for editing the 
lecture and getting it published as a book by the University of Hong Kong 
Press. At a meeting with the Hong Kong Trust Needham stated that the 
Needham Research Institute was looking for a donation of £1,000,000 of 
which the Croucher Foundation of Hong Kong had contributed £250,000 
as an endowment. Rayson Huang was a Founding Member of this Foundation. 
In 1983 Rayson Huang had also appointed me as a member of the Univer- 
sity Publication Committee. 

In December 1983 I organised the 2nd International Conference on the 
History of Chinese Science at the University of Hong Kong. Among the 
scholars I invited to Hong Kong were Dr Xia Nai, Professor Xi Zezong and 
20 other historians of Chinese science. Although Needham cancelled the 
trip he had earlier promised, nobody blamed him for it. However, it was 
another one of the many cases of “man proposes, God disposes”, with the 
Chinese equivalent “ moushi zai ren chengshi zai tian KAAAAAAA, 
in matters relating to Needham that I experienced. Originally Philip Mao 
intended to exploit the publicity arising from the presence of the many 
famous scholars from China to launch a big drive to appeal for donations on 
behalf of the Needham Research Institute in Cambridge. Instead of having 
a public function to appeal for donations, the Hong Kong East Asian History 
of Science Foundation held a welcoming reception for the conference delegates. 
At the opening ceremony Dr Francesca Bray read a congratulatory message 
from Needham. 92 Xia Nai in his plenary lecture on archaeology and the 
history of Chinese science mentioned that Needham visited the Institute of 
Archaeology every time he went to Beijing to find out more about recent 

92 Francesca contributed the agriculture sub-volume of Science and Civilisation in 
China, volume 6, part 2 (1984). That was the first book to be written independently 
by another author in the series. She once told me about the use of the word 
“collaborator” during and immediately after World War II. 1 think she would have 
preferred to be referred to as a contributor or a participant of Needham’s opus 
magnus. Until very recently, she was a professor at the University of California, Santa 
Barbara and is now Professor of Social Anthropology at the University of Edinburgh. 
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archaeology discoveries. The conference operated on a very small budget with 
only outside donations to bring about 20 delegates from China to Hong 
Kong. I hosted a farewell dinner at the Alexander House Peking Restaurant 
for the delegates and those who helped in the conference, together with a 
number of my own guests, including members of the Hong Kong East Asian 
History of Science Foundation and Dr Cheng Te-k’un and Mrs Cheng. 
Subsequently, I published the papers presented at the conference in a special 
issue of the Bulletin of Chinese Studies that I established in the Department 
of Chinese, University of Hong Kong. 


Second Period of Secondment to Hong Kong 

My period of secondment to the University of Hong Kong would end by 
March 1984. Rayson Huang wrote to John Willett, the Vice-Chancellor of 
Griffith University, requesting the extension of my secondment for a further 
period of three years. John Willett agreed to the request. By 1984 John 
Willett himself had reached the age of retirement at Griffith University. 
Professor Roy Webb succeeded him as Vice-Chancellor of Griffith. Mean- 
while Rayson Huang also appointed me Master of Robert Black College. 

That year I wrote a book review for Science and Civilisation in China, 
volume 5, part 5. 93 1984 was a memorable year for the flow of donations to 
the Needham Research Institute. I received a message in April from Lam Lay 
Yong in Singapore that Tan Sri Tan Chin Tuan had finally agreed to make 
a donation towards the building fund of the Needham Research Institute. (See 
Figure 19) 

As a family friend of Tan Sri Tan Chin Tuan, Lam Lay Yong first 
raised the matter with him earlier in the company of his second daughter. 
She then arranged for Needham to stop over in Singapore to meet the 
donor on his way to Beijing to attend the 3rd International Symposium 
on the History of Chinese Science in July. 34 Accordingly Needham and Lu 

33 Ho, P.Y. (1984), “Joseph Needham, Science and Civilisation in China vol. 5, pt. 
5”, Journal of Oriental Studies, 22.1:62-63. 

The title of the conference had not been confirmed then. 



Reminiscence of a Roving Scholar 



Figure 19 First news about a big donation for Needham building 


Gwei-Djen visited Singapore and received a donation of £350,000, the 
biggest individual donation to the Needham Research Institute to date. Tan 
Sri Tan Chin Tuan referred to a friend of his having been to Cambridge to 
use Needham’s personal library on two occasions without having to mention 
his name. (See newspaper cutting from The Straits Times in Figure 20.) Lam 
Lay Yong also took Needham to see Mr Lee Seng Gee Chairman 

and Director of the Lee Foundation, Singapore. Lee Seng Gee told Needham 
verbally that his foundation was prepared to make an annual donation of 
£5,000 to the Needham Research Institute. 95 That same year the East Asian 
Flistory of Science Foundation in Hong Kong also sent £150,000 to 
Cambridge. 

In July 1984 Lucy and I attended the 3rd International Symposium on 
the History of Chinese science held in Beijing. After the conference we went 
to Xi’an together with Needham, Lu Gwei-Djen and Huang Hsing-tsung. I 

" )5 This was from personal information I received from Lam Lay Yong. However, the 
matter seemed to have skipped Needham’s mind. No contact with the Lee Foun- 
dation followed Needham’s return to Cambridge until I went to Cambridge in 1990. 
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Df Needham ... world renowned 
for Ns work on Chinese science. 
DANKER Tan Chin” Tuan will 


have a library at Cambridge 
named after him, following a 
donation of £350,000 
(S5903.000) towards the Need- 
ham Research Institute East 
Asian History of Science Li- 
brary building. 

This £1 million (S52.58 mil- 
lion) building will be the 
permanent home for the li- 
brary's priceless collection of 
books and documents now 
housed in temporary premises 
on the Cambridge University 


campus. 

Although it is not formally 
part of the university, the li- 
brary is recognised as an as- 
sociated institution. 


It started with the collec- 
tions, assembled since 1937, of 
world renowned biochemist 
turned' science historian-Si- 
nologlstj Dr Joseph Needham, 
whose aim was to unravel the 
mystery surrounding the 
centuries-old history of Chi- 


nese science. 


His monumental project. 
Science and Civilisation in 
China, started 40 years ago as 
a slim volume on the history 
of science, technology and 


medicine in Chinese culture. 

It has since expanded into 
20 volumes, more than half of 
which have already been pub- 

Conlrar^ tJc<&Gitnli93^f. 
said Dr Needham, Chinese 
achievements and contribu- 
tions to scientifiic knowledge 
were far greater than is 
generally recognised. 

They had science and tech- 
nology long before the emer- 
gence of modern science in 
the West. 

In Singapore last year to 
deliver a public lecture on 
Science and Technology in 
Traditional China Dr Need- 
ham met Mr Tan. honorary 
president of the Ovcrsea-Chi- 
nese Banking Corporation, 
who showed great interest in 
his project. 

In an interview this week. 
Mr Tan said his donation was 
in recognition of the work 
being done by Dr Needham 
and his long-time chief col- 
laborator, Dr Lu Gwel Djen, 

79 

Mr Tan said a good friend 
had also worked in the library 
on two occasions and de- 
scribed it as a treasure house 
of priceless and mostly unob- 
tainable Chinese books. 

It has 10,000 books in Chi- 
nese. 40,000 in other lan- 
guages, 40,000 reprints of arti- 
cles and 60 journals. 

“The project has been 
largely responsible for the 
increasing amount of research 
and publications on the histo- 
ry of Chinese science by 
scholars through the world. 

"After learning about the 
importance of the work and 
the dedication of the men and 
women who have devoted 
much of their lives to it, I was 
naturally interested to help 
with the proposal to build a 
permanent repository for such 
an invaluable collection," Mr 
Tan said. 

Informed of the proposal to 
name the library after him, 
Mr Tan had then told Dr 
Needham: 

"...I am merely helping to 
provide the shell for the treas- 
ures which you and your col- 
leagues have so painstakingly 
garnered through decades of 
research." 

A plaque commemorating 
Mr Tan Chin Tuan's gift was 
unveiled yesterday in Cam- 
bridge at the stone-laying 
ceremony for the prestigious 
East Asian History of Science 
Library named after him. 

The Chinese Ambassador 
to Britain, Mr Chen Zhao 
Yuan, unveiled the plaque 
which read : 

"This ... commemorates 
the gift of many benefactors, 
expecially that of the central 
building by Tan Sri Tan Chin 
Tuan of Singapore whose 
name It bears." 

Dr Needham was among 
the 250 guests who attended 
the ceremony. 


Figure 20 Tan Sri Tan Chin 
Tuan’s contributions 
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gave a lecture entitled “The methodology of Dr Joseph Needham in writing 
Science and Civilisation in China ” at the North-West University. I was 
introduced to the audience by Needham himself. The lecture later appeared 
in the Xibei daxue xuebao iSfJb journal.' 16 After my official 
assignment our host took us sightseeing, viewing the terracotta soldiers, the 
Huaqingchi iVi ’/tii and the Beilin 1$#, the places that Needham missed 
out in his last visit some 40 years ago. Huang Hsing-tsung was then accom- 
panying Needham as his personal secretary. It was interesting to watch the 
two of them together again. Needham was still making careful observations 
and taking notes like his usual self. Huang Hsing-tsung stayed close to his 
side wherever he went. He was then in his mid sixties; he told me he felt 
young again in the company of Needham, who was then approaching his 
mid eighties. We departed from Xi’an taking different routes to Shanghai. 
Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen went by way of Nanjing in order that the 
latter could visit her native home. Needham also made a side trip to Fujian 
province so that he would arrive a couple of days later in Shanghai. Lucy 
and I took a direct flight to Shanghai together with Huang Hsing-tsung 
who chose to travel with us. Thus the three of us arrived first in Shanghai, 
checking into at the Jinjiang Hotel. Lu Gwei-Djen arrived one day later and 
had a room next to ours. She was taken ill and was attended to by a doctor. 
Needham came the next day, and complained about the room allocated to 
him. It was a two-room suite on the top floor of the hotel, but Needham 
said that he was afraid of heights. Lucy and I volunteered to exchange rooms 
with him; everyone was happy. We also arranged with the hotel to bake a 
birthday cake for Lu Gwei-Djen. We celebrated her birthday in her hotel 
room. We joined Needham in meeting a number of his old friends in 
Shanghai. We also had dinner at the home of Cao Tianqin and his wife, Xie 
Xide. Xie Xide was then the President of Fudan University, Shanghai. 

Lucy and I had to return to Hong Kong early to prepare for the wed- 
ding of our son Yik Hong and our future daughter-in-law Chui Wah W-W 
(Ludmilla). Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen stayed a little longer in China 


96 See Ho Peng Yoke (1984), “Li Yuese zhixue fangfa V n "r ” (Joseph 

Needham’s methodology, in Chinese), Xibei daxue xuebao (Xi’an), 14:1-5. 
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Figure 21 Letter from Needham 
written in Shanghai 


before coming to Hong Kong to attend the wedding ceremony and the 
dinner party. The wedding took place on 15 September. Needham and Lu 
Gwei-Djen arrived a couple of days earlier and stayed at the old Master’s 
apartment of Robert Black College as my guests. Philip Mao came to the 
College to see them. Needham told us that Lu Gwei-Djen had to be admit- 
ted to hospital in Shanghai after we left and feared that she might not be 
able to accompany him to Taiwan. Philip Mao suggested that Lu Gwei-Djen 
be given a thorough medical check-up and immediately made an appoint- 
ment with the Professor of Medicine of the University of Hong Kong, Rosie 
Young Lucy volunteered to look after Lu Gwei-Djen in case she had 
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to be left alone in Hong Kong to allow Needham to make his Taiwan trip. 
I took Lu Gwei-Djen to the Queen Mary Hospital to see Rosie Young, who 
pronounced her patient and friend fit to travel to Taiwan. 

Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen apparently had a marvellous time in 
Taiwan. This is not the place to give an account of their travels, but only to 
mention that the National Palace Museum donated a set of the facsimile 
reproduction of the Qinding Siku quannshu (Complete 

Library in Four Branches of Literature prepared under Imperial Edict) to the 
East Asian History of Science Library. Needham also received a donation of 
US$80,000 on behalf of his institute, which was later matched by the Chinese 
Academy of Science in Beijing. The foundation stone of the Needham Re- 
search Institute Main Building was laid upon Needham’s return to Cambridge. 
The Duke of Edinburgh and the Chinese ambassador to the UK were present 
at the ceremony. 

In December 1984 the East Asian History of Science Foundation in 
Hong Kong invited Nathan Sivin to give the second foundation lecture. Dr 
J.K. Lee dd'AQjt was then the Honorary Secretary of the Foundation, 
replacing Peter Lee, who had been transferred to the US. J.K. Lee and I were 
mainly responsible for organising the lecture to be given by Nathan Sivin. I 
had a very happy working relationship with J.K. Lee. He was a Professor of 
Chemistry at the University of Oklahoma until he was recalled back to Hong 
Kong to look after his large family business. He was knowledgeable in both 
the academic and the business world. He persuaded a friend, Gordon Wu, to 
endow a chair at Princeton University. His work as Honorary Secretary of the 
East Asian History of Science Foundation was both efficient and business- 
like, as expected of a business executive with a personal secretary. He was in 
charge of the Lee Garden Hotel, which was part of his family business that 
dealt mainly with land and property, and founded the Hysan Foundation. I 
only wished that Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen had paid some attention to 
others besides the Chairman of the Foundation and those who hung around 
them. They seemed to have ignored J.K. Lee. 

At a meeting of the Foundation in Hong Kong the Chairman handed 
to the Honorary Secretary a 1986 fund appeal brochure prepared by 
Cambridge that was supposed to include the names of members of the Hong 
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Kong Foundation, asking the latter to pass it round. Taking a glance at the 
list, the Honorary Secretary threw it back to the Chairman, saying that he 
was not involved. The Chairman then noticed that the name of the Honor- 
ary Secretary was missing from the list. He withdrew the brochure, saying 
that he would ask Cambridge to produce another. At another instance 
Needham wrote to Philip Mao asking him to book a hotel for him and Lu 
Gwei-Djen on the Kowloon side overlooking the harbour. Philip Mao passed 
the letter to J.K. Lee, who then asked his own secretary to book Sheridan Hotel 
for Needham, giving him the usual 10 percent trade discount between 
hotels/ 7 J.K. Lee would have been able to give Needham a far better deal in 
his own hotel. It left him to ponder why Needham made that choice. Re- 
spect for Needham he certainly had, but being an academic in his own right, 
he could not be expected to share the layman’s admiration of an academic in 
another field of expertise. He did only what was expected of a good Honor- 
ary Secretary. He left part of his fortune to the University of Oklahoma. It 
was only more than 10 years later that Sir Q.W. Lee fi I ,; K [j, a relative of the 
Hysan family, obtained a contribution of US$250,000 from the Hysan 
Foundation to support the Dragon’s Ascent project of the Needham Research 
Institute in Cambridge and the Institute for the History of Natural Sciences 
in Beijing. 78 

In 1985 I published two books, one in Chinese and the other in English. 
I dedicated the first to Dorothy Needham and asked the publisher to transfer 
my royalties to the Institute for the History of Natural Sciences in Beijing. 99 
I dedicated the second book, entitled Li, Qi and Shu: An Introduction to Science 
and Civilisation in China, to Needham. 100 Together with L.Y. Chiu we 

97 Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen stayed in the Sheridan for more than 10 days. A 
friend Mr George Hicks told me that when he found out from the hotel reception 
that their bill amounted to a five-figure sum, he quietly settled it on their behalf. 
98 See section on the Dragon’s Ascent in Chapter 8. 

"Ho, P.Y. (1985), “Wo yu Li Yuese ” (Joseph Needham and I, in 

Chinese), Sanlian Book Co., Hong Kong. 

100 See Ho, P.Y. (1985), Li, Qi and Shu: An Introduction to Science and Civilisation 
in China, (Hong Kong University Press, 1985), re-published in India under another 
title An Introduction of Chinese Science (Oxford University Press in India, 1985), 
reprinted (2000), Dover Publications Inc. 
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published the first volume of Mingshilu zhongzhi tianwen ziliao ^ hiL 

(Astronomical Records in the Ming Veritable Histories) in Chinese 
in Hong Kong. 

The book Li, Qi and Shu: An Introduction to Science and Civilisation 
in China, however, had caused some misunderstanding with the Cambridge 
University Press that could be best described by the popular Japanese 
Buddhist term gen ga nai ^ , or wuyuan Judh. in Chinese — 

without pre-destined relation — that invokes no blame on either party. 
The publisher Hong Kong University Press first sent the manuscript of 
this book to Peter Burbidge, leaving him to decide whether Cambridge 
University Press would like to publish it independently or jointly with 
the Hong Kong University Press. Peter Burbidge wrote to me about the 
manuscript, but before it was found acceptable for publication, I did 
not wish to inform him that the full cost of publication would be borne 
by a donor in Hong Kong and that I would pass on my royalties to his 
East Asian History of Science Trust in Cambridge. Peter Burbidge later 
wrote to say that he had already retired from his post at the Cambridge 
University Press and his successor had decided that my book would 
compete in sales with Colin Ronan’s abridgement of Needham’s Science 
and Civilisation in China that Cambridge University Press was also 
publishing. He then returned my manuscript to Hong Kong University 
Press without having referred it to a reader. I thought that the decision 
must have been made after consulting Needham and Colin Ronan. The 
Hong Kong University Press then sent the manuscript to a reader. The 
book received a good reception soon after it appeared. The Oxford 
University Press, India, sold it under the title An Introduction to Science 
and Civilisation in China. A number of universities in North America 
used it as a textbook. In the 1990s I heard that it was difficult to obtain 
in the US. All the copies had been sold out, and a Dover edition appeared 
in the year 2000. It was never my intention to abridge Needham’s Science 
and Civilisation in China. As the title of my book showed, it was meant 
to draw the attention of a wider audience to Needham’s work by 
introducing the subject itself. Cambridge and I were thinking about two 
opposite things. I never wasted Needham’s precious time over miniscule 
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mundane matters; I just forwarded a copy of the book to Needham since 
it was dedicated to him, without mentioning anything else. 

The East Asian History of Science Foundation, Hong Kong, invited Dr 
Xia Nai to give the 3rd Foundation Fecture. In June Xia Nai wrote to me 
saying that he was making preparations to come to Hong Kong. However, 
a few days later I learned of his sudden death from his widow. The lecture 
was postponed to the following year, and a new speaker had to be found. 
The cancellation of the lecture was a great disappointment. We had hoped 
to take advantage of the presence of the great Chinese archaeologist from 
Beijing to attract the wealthy in Hong Kong to make contributions to the 
Needham Research Institute. It was not easy then to find suitable eminent 
scholars from China who would give a lecture in English. Another suitable 
speaker from China was Professor Ke Jun f\\f, who delivered the 4th 
Foundation Fecture in 1987. 

In August 1985 Fucy and I went to Berkeley to attend the 17th 
International Congress of History of Science. As I was then making a fur- 
ther study of the Dunhuang MS of the Zhan yunqi shu fdff. i f i z< / Cl 'i and 
attempting to reconstruct the lost fragments with the help of Ho Koon Piu, 
I presented a paper on this subject at the conference. 101 I gave a talk at 
Stanford University after the conference. We saw Fucy’s eldest sister Fanny, 
together with her husband and members of their family in San Francisco. 
We were also able to meet my third cousin Thomas S. Ho and his 

family in San Jose, together with his eldest brother Samuel S. Ho 
and his two sisters, who all lived separately in the Bay Area of California. We 
returned to Hong Kong by way of Japan, visiting friends in Fukuoka and 
Okayama. In Okayama my friend Saburo Kodera took us to see the new 
bridge spanning the Japanese mainland and Shikoku Island across the 
Seinaikai. The bridge was partly constructed by his company. At Osaka 
another friend took us to the sacred Buddhist Koyasan to see the temples 
and Koyasan University. 


101 See Ho, P.Y. (1985), “A long lost astrological work: the Dunhuang Ms of the 
Zhan yunqi shu”. Journal of Asian Studies, 19.1:1-7. 
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In 1986 the I-wen Press in Taipei published a monograph I wrote 
together with Ho Koon Piu entitled Dunhuang canjuan zhanyunqi shu Mies 
fkM r^T (The fragmentary Dunhuang MS of the Zhanyunqi shu). We 
dedicated this book to Professor Wang Shu-min for his work in textual 
collation and Professor Su Ying-hui for his contributions to Dunhuang studies. 
Together with L.Y. Chiu /M fff we published the second volume of Ming 
shilu zhong zhi tianwen ziliao (Astronomical Records in the Ming Veritable 
Histories) in Chinese in Hong Kong. Early in the year I went to Taipei to 
give a plenary lecture at a conference on the history of Chinese science. 102 

Rayson Huang retired as Vice-Chancellor of the University of Hong 
Kong by the end of the academic year. Wang Gungwu succeeded him. In May 
I went to the University of Sydney for the 4th International Conference on 
the History of Chinese Science that I had assisted Mr Henry Chan of that 
university to organise. We had originally invited Dr Xia Nai to give the 
plenary lecture. Due to his demise, I had to give a talk on him and his work 
relating to archaeology and the history of Chinese science. I spoke at every 
official function and also helped to look after the delegates from China. The 
Australian Chinese Community Association in New South Wales hosted a 
welcome banquet for the delegates of the conference on 17 May. I thought 
that it was an appropriate occasion to mention Needham and the Needham 
Research Institute in my speech when thanking our host. The following is 
the text of my talk: 

The Hon. Mr Ken Gabb and Mrs Gabb, President Garry Leong 
and Members of the Australian Chinese Community Association, 

New South Wales. I must thank Mr Leong very much for his 
kind words and for the hospitality of your Association by inviting 
us to this banquet. Perhaps I may try to point out the significance 
of this occasion as I see it. The long history of Chinese culture is 


102 See Ho, P.Y. (1987), “Kejishi yu wenxue fdbS'jfc-h; ” (History of Science and 
Technology and Literature, in Chinese), Proceedings of the 1986 Conference on the 
History of Science (Taipei) pp. 12-17. 
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something that the Chinese are proud of. But until the last two 
or three decades, the Chinese thought only in terms of the 
humanities, mainly in the areas of literature, poetry, calligraphy, 
painting and philosophy, and not forgetting culinary art. 
However, largely through the monumental work of Joseph 
Needham in Cambridge, it has been established that China 
played an important role in history — its contributions to science 
and technology had enabled science in Europe to develop into 
the world science of today. Interest in the study of the history of 
science and technology has grown by leaps and bounds. As you 
can observe from the delegates of this conference, the study of 
the history of Chinese science is now an international enterprise. 
Moreover, the study of Chinese science also finds support among 
the Chinese communities in many parts of the world. Those in 
Hong Kong as well as those in Singapore have contributed 
generously towards the building fund for a library in the Needham 
Research Institute in Cambridge. Those in Singapore have 
helped this conference and previous conferences with travel grants. 

We are much encouraged by the support given by your association 
to this conference. On behalf of the delegates and organisers of 
this conference, I wish to express our gratitude to the hospitality 
of your association for inviting us to this sumptuous dinner, 
and hope that the study of the history of Chinese science would 
continue to receive your support. 103 

My youngest daughter Sook Pin completed her studies at the medical 
school of the University of Queensland in 1986. After my return to Hong 
Kong I helped the East Asian History of Science Foundation, Hong Kong, 
to look after Shigeru Nakayama, who came to deliver a lecture on Chinese 
astrology as the 3rd Foundation Lecture. J.K. Lee arranged for Nakayama to 
stay in his Lee Garden Hotel. 


103 


Unfortunately, there did not seem to be any follow-up from here. 
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In November 1986 I visited the North-West University in Xi’an and 
delivered two lectures at the university, besides participating in a symposium 
of Chinese mathematics held at that time. 104 The North-West University 
appointed me Honorary Professor. Unlike honorary professors in most uni- 
versities outside China that refer to a temporary title given to a visiting 
scholar who renders non-stipendiary service at a university, an honorary 
professor in China is a non-stipendiary lifetime title. My host was Professor 
Li Jimin a historian of Chinese mathematics specialising in the early 

Chinese mathematical text Jiuzhang suanshu I had to rush back 

to Hong Kong to play host to Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen, who stopped over 
in Hong Kong to raise funds for the South Wing of the Needham Research 
Institute in Cambridge on their way to their last visit to China. 


The South Wing of the Needham Research Institute 

Back in Hong Kong I arranged for Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen to stay at 
the old Master’s apartment of Robert Black College as my guests. I then 
organised a college banquet and invited some 50 guests to attend. The 
guests included all the members of the East Asian History of Science 
Foundation, Hong Kong, and their spouses, as well as some prominent 
members of town and gown. A talk by Needham, with an introduction by 
Philip Mao, followed the main meal. When everyone was having coffee, 
Needham stood up with the help of a walking stick and made an appeal for 
funds to build the South Wing of the Needham Research Institute. Imme- 
diately after the talk, Philip Mao called the members of his Foundation 
together and asked their views. Mrs Mary Lam said, “Those in Cambridge 
are so cruel that they are sending such an old man to go round asking for 
money. Give Dr Needham what he asks!” As there were no further views the 


104 See Ho, P.Y. (1987), “ Sanshiwunian de kejishiyanjiu shengya xz I'd® 
it fij I’L l T i 'll* ” (Thirty-Five Years in History of Science, in Chinese), Xibei daxue 
xuebao , (Xi’an), 17.1:1-10 and Ho, P.Y. (1987), “Kejishi yu wenxue LITi 'll 1 J X 
” (History of Science and Technology and Chinese Literature, in Chinese), 
Xibei daxue xuebao (Xi’an), 17.2:1-9. 
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meeting was over within a few minutes and Philip Mao informed Needham 
of our decision, which was to give him £140,000 that was supposed to be 
matched by a similar donation from the Kresge Foundation in the US. 
Needham immediately called me aside and asked me to succeed him as 
Director of the Needham Research Institute when he retired, while making 
it clear that the Institute would not be able to pay me any salary. It was very 
difficult to turn him down at that stage. I did not really need to earn a salary 
at the time of my retirement. My official retirement from Griffith University 
was five years ahead, in the year 1991. From the look of it, Needham was 
still active and would give me a few more years to work in Australia before 
needing me to take over from him. When I agreed to his request he imme- 
diately informed Philip Mao. All the other members of the Foundation joined 
him in congratulating me. None of us knew then what was in store for me. 

The last conference I attended during my period of secondment at the 
University of fFong Kong was that on “Europe and China”, held at the 
Chinese University of Hong Kong, as H onorary Chairman of the Organising 
Committee. I played an active role by presenting a paper and chairing some 
sessions. 105 The organiser of the conference was Thomas Lee, a former student 
of Arthur Wright who participated in a television interview with Needham 
in 1979. 

When I was in Ffong Kong I maintained frequent contact with Cheng 
Te-k’un, sometimes visiting him at the Chinese University of Flong Kong or 
at his university quarters. Ffe had suffered a stroke and was confined to his 
home in 1986. By then he had already moved out from the university 
quarters back to his own home in the New Territories. Thomas Lee accom- 
panied me to visit him at his home on several occasions. One day Thomas 
Lee asked for my curriculum vitae saying that it was a request from a friend 
in the US, but revealing neither the name of his friend nor his purpose. The 
assurance he gave me was that his friend had a good intention, adding that 


105 See Ho, P.Y. (1991), “Scientific and Technological Exchanges from the sixteenth 
to eighteenth centuries”, in Lee, Thomas H.C., ed., China and Europe , the Chinese 
University of Hong Kong (Hong Kong), pp. 189—201. 




he hoped something satisfactory would result. I guessed that the friend he 
referred to was K.C. Chang, to whom I already owed a favour. Back in the 
early 1970s I asked K.C. Chang to accept one of my Malay students, Zuraina 
Majeed, to do a Ph.D. degree in Yale under his supervision. He willingly 
obliged me. Zuraina later became a professor in the Universiti Sains Malaysia 
in Penang and made her name by her discovery of the Perak Man at Lenggong. 
I handed the particulars to Thomas Lee as requested, but only realised two 
years later what the whole thing was about, when I was elected a member of 
Academic Sinica. 

The Vice-Chancellor Wang Gungwu asked me to stay longer in the 
University of Hong Kong. I replied that I needed some time to wind up 
matters at Griffith University, and that I did not know when I would be 
called to go to Cambridge. My secondment to the University of Hong Kong 
ended on 31 March 1987. 



Return to Griffith University 


I returned to Brisbane and reported for duty the next day. I found that 
many things had changed. The School of Modern Asian Studies had lost 
its status as a division and came under the Dean of a division to which it 
belonged. The Griffith Occasional Paper Monograph series, started in 1978, 
was no longer in existence. Such events gave me little surprise in a university 
where “to be different” and “to change” were often on people’s lips. I occu- 
pied myself with routine teaching, sometimes thinking ahead of what I 
would do in Cambridge when the time came. 

While I was conducting a course on “Science, Culture and Society” at 
Griffith University, I heard from a student that the University of Queensland 
Library had acquired a copy of Science and Civilisation in China, volume 5, 
part 7 on the gunpowder epic. 106 I did not receive a copy from Cambridge, 
while the Griffith University Library informed me that it had stopped buy- 
ing books in that series. I had to borrow the copy from the University of 
Queensland through a friend. I did not try to find out the reason why the 
Griffith University Library stopped ordering Needham’s book when I noted 
from the title page that “University of Hong Kong” instead of “Griffith 
University” came after my name. I feared that I might be put to give an 
awkward explanation. I also gently made it known to Cambridge that I had 
not received a copy of the book with my collaboration, but received no 


106 See Needham, J. (with the collaboration of Ho Peng Yoke and Wang Ling), 
Science and Civilisation in China , vol. 5, pt. 7, Cambridge University Press. 
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response. I took this as another instance of wuyuan between the Cambridge 
University Press and me. Without even attempting to ask for an author’s 
discount to buy a copy from Cambridge, I eventually obtained a copy of its 
Taiwan edition at only 10 percent of the price I would have to pay otherwise. 

I attended the meeting of the East Asian History of Science Trust held 
in Cambridge on 9 September 1987. The Trust approved my appointment 
as Director-Designate. Needham seemed to be still quite robust then. I 
responded to the offer by saying that I wished Needham would allow me to 
enjoy carrying the title of Director-Designate for many more years to come. 
Needham took Lu Gwei-Djen and me to the University Arms in his car and 
ordered roast beef for dinner. He had lost much of his agility in parking; 
that was the last occasion I sat in his car. 

I left Brisbane on 27 October to attend a conference on the history of 
Chinese science held at Kyoto to honour the 81st birthday of Kiyosi Yabuuti. 
This conference was by invitation only, being restricted to only 10 partici- 
pants from outside Japan. Seven of them were from China; the other three 
were Nathan Sivin from the US, Paul S. Unschuld from Germany and me 
from Australia. At the opening ceremony I read a congratulatory message 
from Needham to Yabuuti. I presented a paper in Japanese on “Research in 
the history of science in China: its present and its future”. 107 

After the conference I attended a reception given by Ippokai members at 
the Heian Kaikan to congratulate me on my appointment at Cambridge. I 
also joined my hosts on a sightseeing tour to some of the temples in the 
outskirts of Kyoto. Age had taken its toll on most of the Ippokai members; 
that was the last occasion of their assembly. I then went to Tokyo to consult 
some friends on word-processing software that could work in both English 
and Japanese, so that I could recommend a suitable one for the School of 
Modern Asian Studies. Shigeru Nakayama accompanied me to explore the 


107 See Ho, P.Y. (1992), “Saikin Chugoku ni okeru kagakushi kenkyii no doko to 
denbo itxifrTPi & b & ^ 7J] [hi i f (Research in the history 

of science in China, its present and its future, in Japanese), in Yamada Keiji and 
Tanaka Tan, ed., Chugoku kagajushi Kaigi: Kyoto Shimpojyum Hokokusho, Institute 
of Humanistic Studies (Kyoto), pp. 164-174. 
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software market in Akihabara. At that time I could find only two popular 
systems that were capable, namely the Twin Star and the Ichitaro. My 
investigation suggested that in view of the cost and the problems arising 
from the two programs, neither should be recommended to Griffith Univer- 
sity for acquisition. 

I returned to Brisbane on 13 December. On my return I heard about 
the completion of the main building of the Needham Research Institute. I 
left Brisbane shortly afterwards for Hong Kong to attend an international 
symposium on Chinese studies held at the University of Hong Kong be- 
tween 16 and 19 December. That was the month Dorothy Needham passed 
away. Needham’s message bearing the sad news reached me in January the 
following year. 

The book on Chinese fate-calculation that I wrote in Hong Kong was 
published in 1988. 108 1 dedicated this book to Chien Mu to indicate that its 
approach originating from the neo-Confucian standpoint showed the logic 
behind the system of fate-calculation. The book was written in Chinese, but 
I had an opportunity to introduce the system in English at a plenary lecture 
at San Diego later in the same year. 


Member of Academia Sinica 

In July 1988 I was surprised to receive a telephone call from President Wu 
Ta-you of the Academia Sinica at Nankang, Taipei, congratulating 

me on being elected a member of his academy. That was the most presti- 
gious academic membership awarded by Taiwan, similar to the Fellowships 
awarded by the Royal Society or the British Academy in Britain and the 
Fellowships awarded by one of the Australian Academies of Science, the 
Humanities and the Social Sciences. Internationally it may not carry the 
same prestige as the Royal Society for example, but it has a very special place 


108 See Ho, P.Y. (1988), Cong li, qi, shu guandian lun Ziping tuimingfa 

(Looking at the Ziping method of fate-calculation from the 
standpoint of the principles of li, qi and shu, in Chinese), Hong Kong University 
Press, Hong Kong. 



Reminiscence of a Roving Scholar 


among the Chinese in Taiwan. At the early stage of my career in Singapore 
during the 1950s, I hardly met with a Fellow of the Royal Society, except for 
Sir Alexander Oppenheim who was a Fellow of that Society in Edinburgh. 
To my contemporaries and me, a Fellow of the Royal Society would be more 
than qualified to be a professor in any university in our part of the world. In 
1958 when my wife and I invited Joseph and Dorothy Needham, Dr David 
and Mrs Kate Shoenberg, and Lu Gwei-Dien to our home for dinner, I 
deemed it a singular honour to have three Fellows of the Royal Society 
among our guests. After my election to a Fellowship of the Australian Acad- 
emy of the Flumanities I realised that the award raised my personal aca- 
demic standing among my peers in Australia and added some prestige to the 
university at which I worked. The Australian Academy of Humanities was 
an offshoot of the British Academy, being founded by Fellows of the latter 
Academy residing in Australia. Similarly, a Fellowship of the Royal Society, 
for example, would raise one’s academic standing internationally and add 
prestige to the university where one worked. In the 1990s I talked about this 
issue with Sir Brian Pippard. He said that there were so many Fellows of the 
Royal Society and the British Academy in Cambridge that I could hardly 
avoid meeting one or more of them, and that a Fellow was nothing special. 

By nothing special Sir Brian was referring to Cambridge, as outside 
Oxbridge and beyond the shores of Britain a Fellowship of the Royal Society 
or the British Academy still has a high international academic standing. By 
nothing special Sir Brian could also have been referring to the non-academic 
world, and what he said would apply to almost all learned societies in the 
world. Here the Academia Sinica is an exception perhaps as a result of the 
cultural differences between East and West. A member of the Academia 
Sinica enjoys much more prestige, and even privileges, in Taiwan than a 
Fellow of the Royal Society does in Britain. It did not happen to me as I did 
not reside in Taiwan, but if someone there was elected a member of Academia 
Sinica, his whole family and clan, and also the university or unit where he 
worked would join in to celebrate. I have seen banners and lion dances, and 
heard the firing of firecrackers and the beating of drums at such occasions. It 
brought to mind the celebration of a successful candidate in the imperial 
civil examinations in the bygone days of traditional China. At least at Griffith 
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University I received a personal letter from the Vice-Chancellor, Roy Webb, 
congratulating me on being elected a member of Academia Sinica. 

In August I attended the 5th International Conference on the History 
of Chinese Science held at the University of California, San Diego. I deliv- 
ered a plenary lecture on the Ziping T‘ T‘ method of fate-calculation. 
Needham appeared on video delivering the congratulatory message at the 
opening ceremony. I was shocked to see him seemingly many years older 
than the time we last met in the previous year. Many of his friends present 
at the conference gained the same impression. It suddenly dawned on me 
that I would be needed in Cambridge before too long. Being a new member 
of Academia Sinica I received special attention from the conference delegates 
who came from Taiwan. I reciprocated and came across an excellent presen- 
tation by a young astrophysicist, Dr Huang Yi-long jir — jjc, To confirm my 
impression, I got Nathan Sivin to join me in listening to his presentation. I 
found an up-and-coming historian of Chinese science. 

Sure enough, on my return to Brisbane letters kept coming from several 
quarters urging me to give a definite date of taking up duty in Cambridge. 
During the university vacation I paid a short visit to Cambridge to get myself 
familiarised with the work of the Needham Research Institute. Needham 
put me up in a fellow’s guest room at Caius College, and we went up together 
to dine at the College Hall taking the kitchen’s lift. He was finding it difficult 
to walk. I decided that I ought to consume all my earned leave before resigning 
from my post in Griffith University, taking the opportunity to explore po- 
tential sources of funding for the Needham Research Institute. I had already 
discovered during my visit to Cambridge that the Institute could not be 
totally dependent on the New York and the Hong Kong Trusts. 

Dr Wu Ta-You, President of Academia Sinica invited me to visit the 
academy. The three-month visit would be hosted by the Institute of 
Mathematics, the Institute of History and Philology, and the Institute of 
Modern History. My assignment was to make a survey and report to him 
on the state of the teaching and research of the history of science in the 
universities in Taiwan. I left Brisbane on New Year’s Day of 1989 for 
Singapore and arrived in Taipei on 2 January. I proceeded to the Academia 
Sinica in Nankang and checked in at the Academic Activities Centre. Dr 
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Lih Kuo-wei Director of rhe Institute of Mathematics, was my 

main host, but because all the offices in his Institute were fully occupied, I 
had one office at the Institute of History and Philology, and another at the 
Institute of Modern History. I gave another talk on Needham at the Institute 
of Modern History. 101 Every year the Institute of History and Philology 
organised jointly with the Taiwan National University a memorial lecture in 
honour of Dr Fu Ssu-nien, who was a past director of the Institute as well 
as President of the National Taiwan University. The organisers invited me 
to deliver the 1989 lecture. 110 I made several visits to the Tsinghua University 
at Hsinchu, where Li Yih-yuan was Dean of the College of 

Humanistic and Social Sciences, and Chang Yung-tang jrfcyJC'it was the 
Director of the Institute of History. I gave a talk and held discussions at the 
Institute of History, while Li Yih-yuan informed me about the impending 
formation of the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation for International 

Cultural Exchanges. He was soon to become the Executive-President of the 
Foundation and he wished to enlist my help. We spoke about the ways the 
Needham Research Institute could receive grants from the Foundation. 
Among the other places where I gave lectures were the National Library in 
Taipei, the Tunghai University in Taichung and the National Chengkung 
University in Tainan. I was also the plenary lecturer for the 2nd Symposium 
on the History of Chinese Science. 111 I discussed the fundraising problem 
with Dr Hsiung Ping-chen [U JTl'i, a researcher at the Institute of Modern 
History. She helped me to contact the Representative of the Glaxco 


109 See Ho, P.Y. (1989), “Zai tan wo dui Li Yue-se he Zhongguo kexue jishu shi de 
renshi H (Speaking further on Joseph 

Needham and history of science as known to me, in Chinese), Newsletter for 
Modem Chinese History, 7: 25-34. 

110 See Ho, P.Y. (1989), “ Yishu yu zhuantong kexue de guanxi f'rTtl 
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Foundation in Taiwan, requesting for the endowment of a chair in Cambridge 
for the Needham Research Institute, mentioning the interest of the Institute 
in Chinese pharmacology. The Representative was very sympathetic, but 
said he had no power to take action on a request from an institution outside 
Taiwan. He then transmitted our request to Britain for action. However, no 
further news was heard from Glaxco. After submitting a report on my survey 
of the status of teaching and research on the history of Chinese science in 
Taiwan to President Wu Ta-You, I returned to Brisbane on 4 April. 

In early August I attended a conference in Taipei organised by the 
National Taiwan University. I took the opportunity to tell my Taiwanese 
audience something more about the work of Needham. 112 I then gave a talk 
at the National Tsinghua University and met Li Yih-yuan to explore the 
possibility of getting grants for Cambridge. In September I received a tele- 
phone call from Needham announcing his marriage to Lu Gwei-Djen. 

In the same year I was appointed Honorary Professor of the Chinese 
Academy of Science. The Vice-Chancellor of Griffith University wrote me a 
congratulatory message. I asked my university for permission to go on early 
retirement at the end of November 1989 so that I could make preparations 
to go to Cambridge. My service at Griffith University ended in November. 
The university conferred on me the title of Professor Emeritus. 


Preparations for Cambridge 

I was aware of the financial problems faced by the Needham Research Institute 
at that time. It received no financial support from the government and also 
none from the university, being an independent entity. The Hong Kong 
Trust was responsible for helping with the building fund, while the New 
York Trust raised money to support the writing of some of the volumes of 
Science and Civilisation in China. In an effort to fill the gap, I decided to make 


112 See Ho, P.Y. (1992), “ Li Yuese yu Zhongguo kejishi T 
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a private trip in December to Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Japan. I 
came to realise fully the wisdom in the popular saying “man proposes, God 
disposes”, with the Chinese equivalent “ moushi zai ren chengshi zai tian ”, in 
matters relating to Needham. I learned not to take things personally and not 
to put blame on whosoever or whatsoever. That does not mean that my 
fundraising efforts were without success. In fact there were even isolated 
instances of success with little effort. Nevertheless, my December trip re- 
minded me of the line “Failure is the mother of success” that I learned from 
my transcription exercise book in school. 

In Singapore Tai Yu-lin told me that she had made an appoint- 

ment for me to see an elderly banker in his office to consider a request from 
me on behalf of the Needham Research Institute. I went to the meeting 
taking along a list of requests prepared by Cambridge with high hopes of 
success, because Tai Yu-lin knew the banker well and would not have made 
the appointment for me if she were not optimistic about the outcome. My 
appointment was at noon. That morning I read on the front page of the 
newspaper about the banker’s domestic problems. He was not in a mood to 
talk when I saw him. He took my letter, but did not read it in front of me. 
It was sheer bad timing. 

In Hong Kong Philip Mao had earlier introduced to me a banker who 
had close business connections with the Fuji Bank of Japan. I had discussed 
with him my intention to write to the Fuji Bank to ask for a donation for 
the Needham Research Institute, and asked whether he could transmit my 
request and put in some kind words. After his agreement to do so, I went to 
Tokyo to see Shuntaro Ito IP to find out more about the CEO of 

the Fuji Bank, noting that they were both graduates of Tokyo University. 
Knowing the importance of university affiliation in Japanese society, I dis- 
cussed my letter with Ito and included his name as reference. Ito was then 
Professor of History of Science at Tokyo University and a member of the 
Japan Prize board. I went to Hong Kong to hand my letter of request 
personally to the banker. The letter was written in Japanese. Nothing further 
was heard of it. Ito later informed me that the Fuji Bank had not contacted 
him either. I did not know where my letter finally landed. When I was in 
Tokyo Shigeru Nakayama also accompanied me to see the Toyota Foundation, 
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but we found that the Foundation was not directly accessible to the Needham 
Research Institute. I had earlier learned the importance of personal 
connections, without which sending letters of appeal would not achieve 
much. I had come to realise that, even with personal connections, the Chi- 
nese equivalent to the saying “man proposes, God disposes” still mattered, 
but that should not deter one’s efforts. 

In Taiwan I discussed with the relevant authorities the sending of del- 
egates from Taiwan to participate in the 6th International Congress on the 
History of Chinese Science to be held in Cambridge in 1990 to honour 
Needham’s 90th year. I was invited to give a talk at the National Tsinghua 
University at Hsinchu. Li Yih-yuan, the Dean of the College of Humanistic 
and Social Studies, had become the Executive-President of the Chiang Ching- 
kuo Foundation for International Cultural Exchanges. He asked me in my 
capacity as a Member of Academia Sinica to be a member of his review 
boards. I was then the only Member of Academia Sinica in both Britain and 
Australia. As a member of the review board I would be disqualified auto- 
matically from receiving any grant from the Foundation and from submit- 
ting any applications for a grant on behalf of the institution where I was 
employed or for any third party. As I could not sacrifice the interests of the 
Needham Research Institute, Li Yih-yuan said that since I was not going to 
be employed in Cambridge in the true sense of the word, he would accept 
applications from the Needham Research Institute provided they were not 
submitted through me. That provided me with the opportunity to offer my 
services for the promotion of Chinese studies in Europe and the Pacific area, 
besides serving the Needham Research Institute. I believed that one should 
never remain at the receiving end, but should sometimes take the opposite 
end instead. From 1990 until 2001 I served on the review boards of the 
Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation and witnessed many successful applications 
for grants from Cambridge during the 12 years. 113 


113 I abstained from participation in voting in all the cases involving the Needham 
Research Institute. 
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Difficult Years in Cambridge 

I took over from Needham as Director of rhe Needham Research Institute 
with my eyes wide open. From my last two visits to Cambridge and from 
the correspondence received from different interested parties, I had a good 
picture of the complexity of the situation. Fortunately for me it was not an 
employment in the true legal sense of the word. I need only to give my level 
best to this new appointment. I was prepared to step down when I felt that 
it would serve no purpose for me to carry on or as soon as the Institute 
found the means to employ a paid director. Philip Mao was fully aware of 
my intention; the mutual trust between us gave me some moral support to 
carry on. 

It is not the intention here to give a detailed account of the complex 
situation in Cambridge at that time, nor is it to apportion blame on any 
particular party. Needham was in his 90th year when I took over the direc- 
torship of the Institute from him. He could barely stand without the help of 
a walking stick, and was generally confined to his wheelchair. He was suffer- 
ing from Parkinson’s disease and osteoarthritis, but maintained his presence 
in his office, unlike Lu Gwei-Djen, who only dropped in at her office once 
in a while. His productivity in bringing out new volumes in the Science and 
Civilisation in China series was greatly affected by his absence from Cam- 
bridge to raise funds for the Needham Research Institute during the better 
part of the 1980s. When the New York Trust raised funds to support the 
Science and Civilisation project, it appeared that the donors were promised 
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certain dates when the volumes would be published, but these had fallen 
behind schedule. Needham emphatically denied that he had ever made such 
a promise; the conclusion was that someone not involved in the writing of 
the Science and Civilisation in China series had made the promise on his 
behalf. Such an excuse was not acceptable to New York. The Trust in Cam- 
bridge tried to remedy the situation by taking as much work off Needham as 
possible, giving him more time to attend to writing. The secretary, for 
example, would open all his letters, except those that were personal. This 
futile attempt sounded good only in theory. 

Those who were not directly involved in the history of Chinese science 
would not have known that while Needham was moving his books and of- 
fice first from Caius College to a pre-fabricated warehouse at Shaftesbury 
Road, near the Cambridge University Press, and then to another building at 
Brooklands Avenue near the Cambridge Railways Station during the latter 
part of the 1970s, and his shuttling between Cambridge and East Asia from 
1979 to 1986, much water had flowed under the bridge in the study of his- 
tory of science. There was growing emphasis on the social, political, religious 
and economic aspects of the history of East Asian science, particularly in the 
field of Chinese medicine. This new development, which also helped to bridge 
the gap between science and the humanities, became an important direction 
in the future of East Asian history of science studies. A typical example was 
the study of the history of Chinese medicine in a social science context, which 
had become rather trendy among visiting scholars from Europe and America 
to the Needham Research Institute. The popularity of Chinese medicine co- 
incided with the time when Needham was occupied with the drafting of the 
medical section of Science and Civilisation in China. Vast amount of research 
publications from Beijing and the West had steered towards the social aspect 
of Chinese medicine. Needham had spoken to me about the difficulties he 
encountered trying to catch up with all the new literature on the history of 
Chinese medicine. Besides, what amount of work could one expect from an 
infirmed elderly scholar approaching the age of 90? Rightly or wrongly, the 
intended solution of the problem also gave rise to a suspicion of attempts to 
usurp power from the founder. Hong Kong’s thought was entirely for 
Needham, thinking that everyone concerned was there to serve him. 
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In retrospect, given the position of the Needham Research Institute at 
that time, I doubt that a paid director could carry on for long. I myself felt 
like one who volunteered to drive a motor car with a full load of passengers 
and discovered that not only were there back-seat drivers among my 
passengers, but there were also different instructions coming through the 
mobile telephone from two well-wishers who were not travelling in the car. 
However good the intentions of my back-seat drivers and well-wishers were, 
I was finding it impossible to drive safely. Fortunately, I was prepared to 
vacate the driver’s seat to let my passengers or the well-wishers take over. On 
the other hand, an employed chauffeur would have to think twice before 
quitting. 

I took up my appointment as Director of the Needham Research 
Institute on 23 February 1990. Through a letter from Needham, the Gonville 
and Caius College made me a member of the Senior Combination Room, 
and through a letter from Michael Loewe, Robinson College made me a 
senior member of the College, giving me dining rights at both colleges. 
Needham soon broke the news to me that he had asked Huang Hsing-tsung 
to be the project coordinator of Science and Civilisation in China, and that the 
latter had already accepted the job without a salary. This could have been 
interpreted as a sign of a lack of confidence in me in favour of Huang 
Hsing-tsung. However, when I retired officially from employment in 1989, 
I felt that I have already had a good innings in my career and no longer saw, 
at my age, any reason to compete with anybody for favour, or for power. It 
was pointless to take that as an insult by thinking that the least Needham 
could have done was to consult me beforehand. The constructive thing to do 
was to think positively and regard Needham as having done that deliberately 
to relieve me from the burden of looking after the Science and Civilisation in 
China project and its associated routine problems, so that I could devote 
myself to the things that he had not been able to do himself in the past for 
one reason or another. I even told Needham that I would nominate Huang 
Hsing-tsung as Deputy Director of the Institute in charge of finance to give 
him a proper standing in the Institute. At the Trustees’ meeting that approved 
my nomination, Dr Michael Loewe also became a Deputy Director. 
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Needham could not have his cake and eat it. While he was very single- 
minded in his Science and Civilisation in China project, for the latter part of 
the 1980s he was busy shuttling between Cambridge and East Asia, mainly 
on behalf of his Institute. His single-mindedness was a reason for his success 
in establishing his Institute and in the Science and Civilisation in China 
project, but it left him little time to reflect on other mundane, but essential 
matters. These include the careers of those working with him in his Institute, 
the future of his Institute after the completion of the Science and Civilisation 
in China project, ways to cooperate with the University of Cambridge, and to 
promote research and teaching in the history of Chinese science. For example, 
the Faculty of Oriental Studies of the University had approached Needham 
on several occasions concerning the participation of his Institute in univer- 
sity teaching and research. Needham was always adamant that the first prior- 
ity of his Institute was his project. Negotiations produced no consensus of 
opinion and no solution, reminding me of a stalemate in the game of chess. 

Needham’s single-mindedness in his work played an important part in 
his Science and Civilisation in China project. His way of dealing with 
criticisms was to apply the saying “The dogs bark and the caravan moves on”. 
One may call this arrogance, but it did give him the encouragement to carry 
on. His single-mindedness might have caused offence to some, but it was 
something that I must overlook in the overall interest of the history of 
Chinese science. I felt that I was no longer morally bound to the Science and 
Civilisation in China project, but that did not mean I ignored the project from 
then on. I was always there when the person looking after the project or a 
collaborator came for my advice. The freedom I gained enabled me to par- 
ticipate in a wider circle of academic activities in Cambridge rather than 
being confined to the precinct of the Needham Research Institute itself. For 
example, I became a member of the Internal Committee of the East Asian 
Studies Centre of the University of Cambridge, and I attended meetings of 
the Faculty of Oriental Studies Board. I received many publications from 
research institutes in Taiwan in my capacity as a member of Academia Sinica. 
The Cambridge University Fibrary, the Fibrary of the Faculty of Oriental 
Studies and the East Asian History of Science Fibrary of the Needham 
Research Institute were happy to take over those books from me with my 
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compliments. Giving books away in Cambridge was a happy experience in 
contrast with another place that shall remain unnamed. In Cambridge the 
librarian in charge of the Oriental Collection came personally to collect my 
books with a smile; it was an occasion when both donor and receiver were 
happy. In another place a junior member of the library staff came to collect 
the books, giving the impression that I was giving more work to that library. 
It is not always easy to be a donor. 

About a fortnight after Needham told me about Huang Hsing-tsung, 
one of his collaborators in the Science and Civilisation in China project came 
to my room. After introducing himself he said that Needham sent him to 
see me so that I could apply to the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation for a 
grant to enable him to carry on. I explained to him my position, without 
having to go and see Needham. I was grateful that Needham had spared me 
from the job of project coordinator. Huang Hsing-tsung did not seem to 
relish his work as project coordinator either. Somehow the need for a project 
coordinator disappeared when Dr Michael Loewe, the other Deputy Director, 
became editor. Huang Hsing-tsung remained as Deputy Director looking 
after finance. 

I was fully aware that I had to keep up with my research to maintain my 
credibility as a scholar in Cambridge. Having been relieved of the burden of 
looking after the Science and Civilisation in China project, I felt free to pursue 
my own course of research, but at the same time I should not tread on the 
areas covered by the collaborators of the project. I was glad that I had 
already found a new avenue in the Chinese divinatory art when I was in 
Hong Kong. I decided to venture into an area hitherto overlooked by both 
Chinese scholars and western Sinologists alike, and which was outside the 
coverage of Science and Civilisation in China. In science and technology we 
think of something that enables us to understand or to explain nature, and 
the way to exploit or harness it. Modern scholars look at traditional Chinese 
science from their understanding of the meaning of science in the modern 
world. I tried to look at it from the viewpoint of the traditional Chinese, to 
find out what they considered that would enable them to understand or to 
explain nature, and the way to exploit or harness it. The term for science was 
absent, but the concept was there. The Song neo-Confucianists received 
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much attention from the historians of science. Applying the above criteria for 
science, we can at best only regard the great exponents of the neo-Confucian 
school, such as Zhu Xi fr Vf , Zhang Zai and Shao Yong as 

philosophers of science and not scientists. They have never been known for 
their knowledge of harnessing nature. The Chinese had long been aware of 
the three arcane arts that were purported to enable one to communicate 
with nature and to predict it, such as predicdng rain, snow or hail, if not to 
harness it. These were the three cosmic-board arts, the sanshi of Song China, 
namely Taiyi frifri, Dunjia ilET and Liuren /\ .f:, which were mentioned 
in Shen Gua’s %)£%\ § Mengxi bitan DM. Also in The Romance of The 
Three Kingdoms Zhuge Liang ifrMft is said to have employed one of these 
arts to change the direction of the wind. In our modern context these arts 
come under the domain of magic if not pseudo-science, hence modern scholars 
might have dismissed them as such. However, to the Chinese of the past, 
these constituted knowledge about nature and the methods to harness it. 
Hence they deserved attention from those interested in the history of East 
Asian science. My research during the later period of my time at the Needham 
Research Institute was directed towards this aspect. 

One of the first things I did was to contact the Lee Foundation in 
Singapore regarding the £5,000 it promised to contribute to the Needham 
Research Institute in 1984. The contributions soon arrived. The amount 
gradually increased until it reached £30,000 a year at the time of writing. 

Through the effort of Dr Christopher Cullen, the 6th International 
Conference on the History of Chinese Science took place in Robinson College. 
This conference saw the formation of the International Society for the His- 
tory of East Asian Science, Technology and Medicine, with Nathan Sivin as 
President and Christopher Cullen as Honorary Secretary. Together with Dr 
Michael Loewe, the Deputy Director, we succeeded in getting a grant from 
the Anglo-Daiwa Foundation to support two visiting Japanese scholars to 
the Needham Research Institute. I gave a lecture at the School of Oriental 
and African Studies, and was appointed Professorial Research Associate of 
that School. 114 I served the University of London on several occasions either 

114 See Ho, P.Y. (1991), “Chinese science: the traditional Chinese view”, Bidletin of 
the School of Oriental and African Studies , 65.3:506-519. 
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as an external examiner or an internal examiner in examinations for Ph.D. 
candidates. 

On the appointment of Lu Gwei-Djen as Honorary Professor of the 
Chinese Academy of Science, the Institute of the History of the Natural 
Sciences in Beijing sent someone to Cambridge to interview her to write her 
biography in order to introduce her to the Chinese audience, but Lu Gwei- 
Djen refused to be interviewed and asked the interviewer to refer to the 
Who’s Who. Chen Meidong I'/J ; A 1 , the Director of that institute, appealed 
to me. I said that I was too close to her to write her biography, but made a 
compromise by writing an introductory note to meet the requirement of his 
institute. 115 That publication pleased Lu Gwei-Djen no end. She liked it so 
much that she read aloud to Needham a remark I made about her. The 
remark said that without a Lu Gwei-Djen, there would not have been a 
Joseph Needham to write Science and Civilisation in China. She asked me for 
an extra copy of the reprint to give to her friend Mrs Lianli Jackson (maiden 
name Dai Lianli In their last years Lu Gwei-Djen often went with 

Needham to visit Lianli Jackson at her home during the weekend for an 
evening meal. I joined them on a few occasions. Sometimes Lianli Jackson 
would join Lu Gwei-Djen for lunch at Robinson College. Lianli Jackson 
was the widow of Meredith Jackson, former Professor of Law at Cambridge 
University and teacher of Lee Kuan Yew, the founding father of the Republic 
of Singapore. Lucy and I had been a guest of the Jacksons in the late 1950s. 
Lianli Jackson used to tell us that in spite of his social status, the Prime 
Minister of Singapore often called on his teacher during his visits to 
Cambridge. She died in early 1991, and Lu Gwei-Djen said that she had 
lost her only friend in England. By this she meant someone from the same 
generation. Previously she told me that she had only two friends. One was 
Mrs Platt, who returned from Shanghai with Professor Benjamin Platt to 
live in London. In the early 1930s Lu Gwei-Djen worked in the Lester 
Institute in Shanghai, where Benjamin Platt was the Director. Lu Gwei-Djen 


115 See Ho, P.Y. (1990), “Lu Guizhen boshi jianjie Th' - TT Jdf Hr jJLf TT ” (A Brief 
Introduction of Dr Lu Gwei-Djen, in Chinese) China Historical Materials of Science 
and Technolog y, 11.4:25-27. 
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used to travel to London to spend the weekend with the Platts until the death 
of Mrs Platt. 

In the last week of June 1990 Lucy joined me on my trip to Taiwan to 
attend my first Academia Sinica meeting at Nankang. Academia Sinica holds 
a meeting of members once every two years. In those days it provided mem- 
bers with the air tickets to travel to and from Taipei for the meeting. The 
Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation holds its review boards’ meeting every year in 
Taipei and provides members with the air tickets to travel to and from the 
meeting. I took advantage of these free tickets to stop over in various places 
to carry out my duties as Director of the Needham Research Institute. This 
time we went by way of North America in order to meet the Chairman and 
members of The East Asian History of Science, Inc. in New York. I under- 
stood that since 1987 there were problems between The East Asian History 
of Science Trust and the two Trusts in Hong Kong and New York over 
requests from Cambridge on funding. Hong Kong’s stand was that its 
responsibility was to raise money for the building, while that of New York 
was to help fund some volumes of Science and Civilisation in China. The two 
Trusts asked Cambridge to make efforts to raise funds in the UK and Eu- 
rope to meet its own needs instead of depending on them. The New York 
Trust also queried the slow progress of the production of new volumes in the 
Science and Civilisation in China series. I could not say that the series was not 
my responsibility so I had to play dumb. The meeting got nothing out of 
me to commit myself to actions that might upset Needham. An unpaid 
piper could not be asked to play a tune, and, in this case, to play a tune 
against his will. 

We went on to San Francisco, where Lucy met her eldest sister Fanny 
and her husband Kenneth and the rest of the family. 

Leaving San Francisco we went to Taipei to attend my first meeting at the 
Academia Sinica. The Institute of Modern History asked me to report on 
Needham and his Research Institute. 116 Our next stop was Hong Kong, 


116 See Ho, P.Y. (1991), “Li Yuese yanjiusuo yu Zhongguo kejishi yanjiu” (The 
Needham Research Institute and its research on the history of Chinese science, in 
Chinese), Newsletter for Modern Chinese History, 12:45-49. 
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where we met with Mr P.L. Lam 'WfJi Si and Mrs Mary Lam, both old 
friends of Needham, to talk about financial contributions to the Needham 
Research Institute. We stopped over in Singapore to see our son Yik Hong 
and Lucy’s sister Annie on our way to Brisbane. 

After a short stay at home in Brisbane I rushed back to Cambridge. On 
18 August I left Cambridge again, to go to Taiwan and Beijing. I stopped 
over briefly in Kuala Lumpur to see my infirm mother. That was the last 
time I saw her; she passed away a few months later while I was travelling 
abroad. On 23 August I left Kuala Lumpur for Taiwan, where I attended the 
International Conference on the History of Science and Technology in Mod- 
ern China held at the National Tsinghua University in Hsinchu. I presented 
a paper concerning the spread of western science in early 19th-century 
China 117 . Through Hsiung Ping-chen I became one of the directors of the 
“Centre for Medicine and Culture in China”, which was sponsored by Glaxco 
Taiwan Ltd. I was hoping that this connection would be of some help to the 
Needham Research Institute one day. However, I have heard nothing about 
the Centre since the time I witnessed its formation. 

On 29 August I left Taipei for Hong Kong and stayed at the Robert 
Black College. That evening I had dinner with the Vice-Chancellor of Hong 
Kong University, Wang Gungwu, at his Lodge. Wang Gungwu said that he 
would be hosting the 34th International Congress of Asian and North Afri- 
can Studies in August 1993 and asked for my help in organising a special 
session on Asian science with reference to inter-cultural contact in history. I 
was happy to comply with his request. The next day I had lunch together 
with P.L. Lam and Mary Lam. On 3 September I attended the Hong Kong 
Trustees’ meeting and discussed the way to forward the donation of Mr K.P. 
Tin m M'M to Cambridge for the building of the South Wing. The money 
was raised through George Hicks, whose father-in-law was a friend of the 
donor. 


117 See Ho, P.Y. (1991), “ Cong Jinghuayuan shitan shijiushiji chuqi keji zai yiban 
shiren zhong de puji” (On the popularity of science and technology among scholars 
in general judging from the novel Jinghuayuan, in Chinese), Zhongguo kejishi 
zhuankan (Taipei), pp. 19-31. 
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I left for Beijing on 4 September 1990. Upon my arrival at the Institute 
for the History of Natural Sciences I found some representatives from the 
University of Science and Technology, Beijing, waiting for me. They took 
me to their university for the award of the title Honorary Professor of that 
university. On 5 September, at the opening ceremony of a conference on the 
history of Chinese science, the chairman handed me the official diploma 
that certified me as an Honorary Professor of the Chinese Academy of Science, 
and also conferred on me honorary membership of the Chinese Society of 
the History of Science. That was followed by my plenary lecture entitled 
“Looking at the history of Chinese science from the viewpoint of a traditional 
Chinese scholar”. 118 That evening my lecture was telecast briefly on Chinese 
television. On 7 September the publisher of the new Chinese translations of 
Science and Civilisations in China launched a ceremony to introduce the first 
three volumes. I sat next to Dr Qian Sanqiang JA ' 'M and spoke during 
the ceremony thanking the Chinese people for their help and encouragement 
on behalf of Needham. I received tumultuous applause from the audience, 
and that evening my speech was again telecast on Chinese television. 

On 9 September I was given an audience by the General-Secretary Jiang 
Zemin id . if Q at Zhong Nanhai. The interview scheduled just before Jiang’s 
next appointment to receive a visit from Henry Kissinger lasted 37 minutes. 
It was carried out in a relaxed manner. We talked about the rapid advances 
in technology in our modern age, and Jiang said that he still remembered 
the days when he learned about the vacuum valve. When asked about my 
views on the Chinese economy I said that I was expecting to see the day 
when Shanghai would overtake Hong Kong, explaining that Hong Kong 
owed much of its economic success to the businessmen from Shanghai and 
the Zhejiang province. When I remarked that Shanghai and Zhejiang pro- 
duced great businessmen, someone said in a soft voice that Jiang came from 


118 See Ho, P.Y. (1991), “Shi cong lingyi guandian tantao Zhongguo quantong keji de 
fazhan LQA3d ” (Looking at the development 

of traditional Chinese science from another angle, in Chinese), Plenary Paper at the 
International Conference in History of Chinese Science held in Beijing, September 
1990, Exploration of Nature, (Beijing) 10:27-32. 
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Shanghai. I looked at Jiang and apologised, saying that I would not have 
made that statement had I known that he was from Shanghai. I noticed his 
attempt to conceal a smile on his face. Finally, our conversation turned to 
the history of Chinese science. After expressing his support for the Needham 
Research Institute, he looked towards the direction of Chen Meidong, the 
Director of the Institute of the History of Natural Sciences, and said that 
one must guard against being chauvinistic when doing research on the subject. 
That evening Chinese television telecast my audience with Jiang. 

The next day I gave a seminar at the Beijing Normal University at the 
invitation of Professor Bai Shangshu H lul^S, one of the top-ranking histo- 
rians of Chinese mathematics in the last few decades of the 20th century. I 
first met Bai Shangshu in Hong Kong in 1983 together with Professor Li Di 
and Li Jimin. The trio formed a friendly group of historians of Chinese 
mathematics who were well-known among their peers. 

On 1 1 September I left Beijing for Tokyo. That evening I was invited 
to a seminar-cum-dinner session at Shinjuku by the Society of the History 
of Japanese Mathematics. I talked about my lecture that was delivered in 
Beijing and about the activities of the Needham Research Institute. I then 
went to Osaka to talk to the organisers of a proposed Institute or Centre for 
the history of East Asian science at the Kansai Science City on matters 
concerning the future cooperation between the Needham Research Institute 
and the new centre of learning. The spokesman for the proposed project was 
Professor Kunio Goto We discussed various matters of mutual 

co-operation between Cambridge and Kansai, including staff exchange, En- 
glish translations of Japanese works, training of Japanese research students, 
library facilities, workshops and conferences. I returned to Tokyo on 20 
September. The next morning I paid a courtesy call to the National Institute 
for Research Advancement (NIRA) and met its President, Dr Atsushi 
Shimokobe j 1 /., rhe Director of the Research Planning Department, 

Mr Hideaki Yamakawa 1 1 1 J 1 1 SJJ , and Miss Yukiko Hirakawa 
who dealt directly with the applications put up by the Needham Research 
Institute for funds. After receiving the first grant from NIRA, the Needham 
Research Institute had been experiencing difficulties for some time to get the 
second grant released. It arose from a complete misunderstanding. Although 
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NIRA was prepared to release the funds, the paper work done by Cambridge 
to justify its needs was not according to the requirement of NIRA. Dr 
Shimokobe instructed Miss Hirakawa to work closely with me to put the 
application from Cambridge in an acceptable form for the release of funds. 
After doing our homework, Miss Hirakawa remarked that it was a relief for 
her to work with me instead of dealing with a highly respected senior scholar. 
Actually, she had not been dealing directly with Needham himself, but with 
a senior gentleman who had no knowledge of the East Asian people and 
culture. The way for the approval of our application was cleared; I saw no 
necessity to give an explanation that might complicate matters. Dr Shimokobe 
retired the following year; his successor, Shinyasu Hoshino, assumed duty 
on 16 November 1991. 

I left Tokyo for Singapore on the evening of 21 September. I visited the 
National University of Singapore, where Lam Lay Yong invited me to lunch 
to meet the Dean of Arts, Professor Edwin Thumboo, and the Professor of 
Chinese, Lim Chee Then "fyt/jfyj, all of whom were my friends. They asked 
me to give a series of lectures at their university at some future date. The 
National University of Singapore employed a full-time officer to attend to 
fundraising matters. He also happened to be a friend of mine. We had a 
good chat on the methods of fundraising, and he said that sending letters of 
appeal seldom produced results. I left Singapore on 26 September and ar- 
rived the next day in Cambridge. 

I returned to Cambridge to see the disappearance of many of the 
problems that had plagued the Needham Research Institute in the past. The 
donation of K. P. Tin from Hong Kong enabled the completion of the 
South Wing, NIRA was about to approve the application for the second 
grant towards volume 7 of Science and Civilisation in China, while the 
Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation had given grants not only for the writing of 
Needham’s medical volume but also for the library. The Lee Foundation of 
Singapore had begun making its annual contribution to the Institute. The 
Anglo-Daiwa Foundation had enabled a Japanese scholar to work in the 
Institute for a doctoral degree at the University of London. Book donations 
came from the direction of South Korea. The problem that was still unsettled 
was that from across the Atlantic concerning the publication of Science and 
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Civilisation in China. I thanked my lucky stars that Needham had unwittingly 
let me off the hook. The Science and Civilisation in China project remained 
the major issue confronting the Institute in the early 1990s. In December I 
returned home to Brisbane to join my family. 

On 19 to 20 January 1991 I was in Kyoto attending the East Asian 
History of Science and Workshop session of the International Institute for 
Advanced Studies in Kansai. I gave a report on the activities of the Needham 
Research Institute, and participated in the discussion on the second day 
concerning the future role played by a proposed research centre for the history 
of East Asian Science at the Institute in Kansai. The Workshop reached a 
consensus that the proposed research centre would seek close cooperation with 
the Needham Research Institute in the areas of translations of Japanese books 
on the history of science, working facilities for Japanese scholars visiting 
Cambridge, cooperation between libraries, with all the expenses to be borne 
by Kansai. Following the Workshop the convenor, Professor Kunio Goto, 
attended the opening ceremony of the South Wing of the Needham Research 
Institute on 10 May and discussed some of the points I raised with Michael 
Loewe at the Institute. Goto then went on sabbatical. During his absence the 
plans for the research centre at Kansai could not get off the ground due to the 
bursting of the economic bubble in Japan. 

From February to June 1991 I served the National Tsinghua University, 
Hsinchu, as a Foundation Distinguished Visiting Professor and conducted a 
course on the history of science for M.A. students in the Institute of History. 
My lectures resulted in the publication of a book that I dedicated to my teacher, 
Sir Alexander Oppenheim. 119 I wrote to the Minister of Education suggesting 
that the history of science be accepted as a topic for Ministry of Education 
scholarship holders to pursue higher degrees in overseas universities. That 
resulted in the first scholarship holder from that ministry to be enrolled as a 
Ph.D. candidate at the Fondon School of Oriental and African Studies. 


119 See Ho, P.Y. (1994) “Hai na baichuan : Zhongxi kejijiaoliu shi ffsTftJT PI: TM 
J4 iiUiV 'll ” (The Sea Admits the Hundred Streams: History of transmission of 
science and technology between China and the West, in Chinese), Taipei. 
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When I stopped over in Hong Kong I always made it a point to visit P. 
L. Lam and Mary Lam, as they were devoted and old friends of Needham 
who had contributed much financial help to Needham and his Institute. 
The Lams told me about their plans to organise a display of Chinese art- 
works in ivory, depicting various events in Chinese history, mainly to attract 
tourists to Hong Kong. They made a promise to me that part of the admis- 
sion fees collected would go to the Needham Research Institute as income. 
They asked Needham to contribute a congratulatory message for the open- 
ing of the display, and I was to give a Chinese translation of that message, 
besides reading it at the ceremony. 1 " 0 

On my return to Cambridge from Taiwan I served as president of the 
History of Science section for the British Association of Science in 1991 and 
attended its annual conference in Plymouth. I also gave a lecture at the 
University of Durham and spoke to the school leaving class of a girls’ school 
in Newcastle on the Chinese language. The future of the Institute should be 
looking much brighter than a year ago, but internal problems in the Institute 
developed during my absence in East Asia. The second half of 1991 was an 
uncomfortable period for the Needham Research Institute. Originally, I had 
accepted an invitation from the University of Malaya to go to Kuala Lumpur 
as a visiting professor for a short period. That would have provided a good 
opportunity for me to renew my acquaintance with the Malaysian society. I 
was asked by Hong Kong to take that opportunity to approach a wealthy 
Chinese, one Mr Lim from Penang, whom I did not know, for a sizeable 
donation. 1 " 1 I would be the houseguest of the Head of State of Penang when 
I visited that island, and would try to contact Mr Lim through my host. 
However, internal problems in the administration of the Institute forced me 
to abandon my trip to Malaysia. One of my two Deputy Directors had resigned, 
followed later by the resignation of the Chairman of the Trustees for some 
other reason. Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen were very concerned about the 
replacements of the two vacancies, particularly that of the new Chairman. Lu 
Gwei-Djen’s health also began to deteriorate. In November she suffered from 

120 Unfortunately, due to a ban on the use of ivory in artworks, P.L. Lam decided 
not to launch the display. 

121 1 cannot remember his name now. In any case he has since passed away. 
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a bad cough. Antibiotics did not seem to have much effect. Her doctor and 
nurses came regularly to attend to her. In the morning of Thursday, 21 
November 1991 I bade farewell to Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen, as I had to 
catch a bus in Cambridge for Heathrow to board a flight to Singapore that 
evening. That was the last time I saw Lu Gwei-Djen. 

My purpose of going to Singapore on this occasion was to accept an 
appointment by the National University of Singapore as the Isaac Manasseh 
Meyer Fellow for the period 1—15 December 1991. I arrived a little earlier 
with the hope of suggesting to one of the universities in Malaysia to develop 
a centre for the study of Islamic science. I had written earlier to my child- 
hood friend Hamdan, who was then the Head of State of Penang, about my 
intention and he was very supportive of the idea. I went to Penang via Kuala 
Lumpur, where I stopped over to see my brothers and a sister. In Penang I 
was the houseguest of the Head of State at his official residence, Seri Mutiara. 
Hamdan spoke to the Vice-Chancellor of Universiti Sains Malaysia over the 
telephone to make an appointment for my visit to the university. I received 
a warm welcome from the Vice-Chancellor, who told me of the interest of his 
university in Islamic science. He asked the staff member in charge to meet 
me and left the two of us alone to discuss the subject. To my dismay I found 
that he was talking about religious science, and I did not think that my idea 
could get across. I had the feeling that campus politics would hamper the 
development of a centre of the history of Islamic science in that university; 
I should not try to push for anything that I was not personally involved in. 
I stopped over in Kuala Lumpur again on my way to Singapore. I called on 
the new Vice-Chancellor of the University of Malaya, Professor Osman bin 
Taib, who was my Deputy Dean when I was the Dean of Arts at that 
university in 1967. I spoke to him about my visit to Penang and he agreed 
with my assessment on campus politics. I then returned to Singapore and 
stayed at Temasek Hall within the campus of the National University of 
Singapore from 1 to 15 December. I gave a public lecture on a Chinese 
method of fate-calculation. 122 The news of Lu Gwei-Djen’s demise came 


122 See Ho, P.Y. (1991), “ Suanming shi yimen kexue mel IJtfp xl; f r t I f4'7 r '^” (Is 
fate-calculation a branch of science?, in Chinese), Xuecong, 3:1-20. 
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during my stay at the campus of the National University of Singapore. I had 
to give interviews to the local newspapers about her passing and the welfare 
of Needham. 


The Institute Gradually Getting Back on the Rails 

I originally planned to return to Cambridge in spring, but at the request of 
Philip Mao, I turned up unexpectedly to attend the Trustees’ meeting in 
Cambridge in January to elect a new Chairman. The meeting elected Profes- 
sor Sir Geoffrey Lloyd, the Master of Darwin College, as Chairman and 
Christopher Cullen as a Deputy Director. The new Chairman found time to 
take a personal interest in the Institute. He attended to Institute affairs in 
person and participated actively in the text-reading seminars held at the 
Institute. These seminars were somewhat similar to those first organised in 
Kyoto. At a seminar the speaker would read, translate and discuss a selected 
Chinese text with the participation of the audience. It usually drew a good 
attendance from members of the Institute and the University, besides the 
occasional presence of scholars from Britain, Europe, North America and 
East Asia. Needham also made it a point to attend the seminar. His very 
presence was an inspiration to the many scholars from China. On the other 
hand, the presence of young scholars added the atmosphere of youth to the 
Institute. After the demise of Needham some of the seminars were con- 
ducted at the campus of Cambridge University. Christopher Cullen was in 
his prime, almost 25 years my junior. I could leave many things in his 
capable hands, without ever trying to be a back-seat driver. He looked after 
the Science and Civilisation in China project with great efficiency, and I was 
quite confident that he would eventually see it to completion. 

I returned to Brisbane after the Trustees’ meeting. In April I attended the 
meetings of the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation review boards in Taipei and 
took part in an International Conference on the History of European Sinology 
at the Grand Hotel, which was organised by the Chiang Ching-kuo 
Foundation. In Taipei I also paid a courtesy call to Mr Chen Li-fu 
on behalf of Needham. Chen Li-fu sought my help to negotiate with the 
Cambridge University Press over the copyright issue arising from the Chi- 
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nese translations of Science and Civilisation in China. Although he was a few 
months older than Needham in age, Chen Li-fu was still robust and influen- 
tial in those days. I stopped over in Tokyo, Hong Kong and Singapore on 
the way. In Hong Kong I discussed with the Hong Kong Trustees the 
subject of supporting a young scholar from China to do a Ph.D. degree at 
Cambridge University. I also discussed about Needham’s state of health with 
P.L. Lam and Mary Lam. They had earlier contributed directly to the sup- 
port of a research assistant to help Needham during his office hours at the 
Institute. 

I returned to Cambridge on 30 April. On 2 May I attended the memorial 
service for Lu Gwei-Djen held at Robinson College, of which she was a 
Founding Fellow. I was trying hard to find a way for the Institute to bring 
over a promising young Chinese scholar for a year. One day a fellow member 
of Academia Sinica from the US, Professor Leong Way visited the 

Institute. I spoke to him about my plan. To my surprise, he told me that I 
could apply to the Li Foundation of New York, of which he was the President 
and his wife the Honorary Treasurer, for a grant. This was shortly after Lu 
Gwei-Djen’s memorial service; my friend suggested naming the fellowship in 
honour of her. That was the beginning of the Li Foundation of New York 
Fellowship at the Needham Research Institute. 

Lucy came to join me in Cambridge to see how Needham was managing 
after the demise of Lu Gwei-Djen. In May 1992 Lucy and I visited Edinburgh 
together with Chen Meidong, the Director of the Institute for the History 
of the Natural Sciences in Beijing, who was on a visit to Cambridge as a 
guest of the Needham Research Institute. I was looking forward to building 
closer links with that Institute by inviting Chen Meidong and Liu Dun M 
hti to Cambridge. I delivered a public lecture on the Book of Changes and 
demonstrated its method of divination using chopsticks at the University of 
Edinburgh. I hosted a dinner at one of the popular Chinese restaurants and 
while talking to its proprietor I found out that he was a leader in the local 
Chinese community. I told him that the Chinese community should take a 
greater interest in the university. 

On 20 June 1992 Lucy and I left London for Tokyo, arriving on 21 
June. Shigeru Nakayama invited us to stay at his apartment at Yoyogi- 
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Uehara. On 24 June we went to Osaka to talk to Professor Goto about the 
possibility of seeking funds from Japan to finance some joint projects between 
Kansai and the Needham Research Institute. I found that Goto was no 
longer optimistic. I gave a talk at the National Seoul University in Seoul on 
2nd July and paid a courtesy call to the Daewoo Foundation to thank the 
President for his donation of Korean books to the East Asian History of 
Science Library of the Needham Research Institute. We left Seoul on 4 July 
for Taipei where I attended the Academia Sinica members’ meeting for the 
year. We met Professor Leong Way and his wife, who became great friends 
with Lucy, claiming her as a sister. 

Lucy and I then returned to Brisbane via Singapore. After a brief stay at 
home in Brisbane, I had to go to Singapore again, this time as the Tan Kah 
Kee Foundation Forum Lecturer for 1992. Through contacts established by 
me, this Foundation later played host to invited delegates from China to the 
1999 International Conference of the History of East Asian Science at a 
welcome dinner. In August 1992 I attended the 7th International Confer- 
ence of History of Chinese Science held in Hangzhou, staying at the Xizi 
Hotel by the side of the West Lake. The newspaper Wenhuibao Til 'JU 
interviewed me about Needham. I spoke of Needham who still went to his 
office daily in his wheelchair, and on the medical volume as well as the last 
volume of his monumental work. 123 (See Figure 22.) I also paid a visit to 
Hangzhou University to meet Professor Xue Yanzhuang past Presi- 

dent of that University, whom I first met in 1973. I returned to Cambridge 
after the conference. 

Things at the Institute were very much back on the rails with Geoffrey 
Lloyd and Christopher Cullen. The issue of publication still remained, but it 
was efficiently handled by youthful hands. A bigger concern was the condition 
of Needham, who was getting more feeble and vulnerable with age. Since I 
took up office in Cambridge in 1990, Needham had been occupied with his 
medical volume and was trying to get someone to help him to write it. One 
day he had a native East Asian visitor from North America, with the 
credentials of a medical doctor and North American residence. The visitor 


123 See Wenhuibao , 27 August 1992, page 3. 
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Figure 22 Report from the Wenhuibao 


told Needham that he knew many foundations in Japan that would be 
willing to provide grants to his project, and that he had found some 
connection between quantum mechanics and Chinese medicine. Needham 
took him on for a trial period and introduced him to me. That was the first 
and only time we saw each other, as he next came when I was away overseas. 
On his third visit to Cambridge he asked Needham to apply to a foundation 
in Japan to enable him to collaborate in writing the medical volume. Needham 
wrote as he requested and sent the letter through me while I was in Taiwan 
asking me to add my support. Being sceptical over the claim that quantum 
mechanics had something to do with Chinese medicine, I simply passed the 
letter on to its destination. Not long afterwards Needham became annoyed 
with the visitor, who became too familiar by addressing him as “Joe”. 
Needham sent for Christopher Cullen, saying that he did not wish to see 
this gentleman again. Cullen discharged his duty very efficiently; the 
application for the grant was not successful either. 
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I remembered the ancient Chinese motto rujingyi wen jin, ru xiang yi 
wen su that my father used to teach his pupils, to learn about the customs and 
the laws of the land wherever one went to. Being unfamiliar with local laws 
and customs, I exercised great care in matters concerning Needham’s domes- 
tic problems. A Chinese doctor once told me that he was chased away by 
Needham’s nurse when he tried to approach Needham with his stethoscope 
on the grounds that he was not authorised to do so, although his intention 
was only to find out what was wrong. That was an example of not paying 
heed to the motto taught by my father. Needham had appointed two of his 
close friends, both Fellows of Gonville and Caius College, as his executors. 
Brian Harland was to look after the Needham Research Institute while Ian 
McPherson was to take care of his personal affairs. With regard to Needham’s 
domestic problems, I always remained friendly with Dr Ian Macpherson, 
and never tried to interfere; I did what I could only upon request. 

The Chinese Ambassador, His Excellency Ma Yuzhen was very 

concerned over Needham’s state of health. As it was difficult for Needham to 
go to London to have dinner at the ambassador’s residence, he sent his chef 
to Cambridge to cook dinner for Needham. That meant dinner for everyone 
in the Institute. This happened more than once. 

On 22 October Needham received the award of Companion of Honour 
from Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth at Buckingham Palace. That was also 
the month when John Moffett, the new Librarian, took up office at the 
Institute following the resignation of Dr Hilary Chung. 

I remained in Cambridge until December and returned home before 
Christmas to be with my family in Brisbane. In early April 1993 I went to 
Hong Kong to help in a special session on Asian science with reference to 
inter-cultural contact in history at the 34th International Congress of Asian 
and North African Studies. While in Hong Kong, through the introduction 
of Rayson Huang, Louis Cha (2 111 If), the famous Hong Kong novelist 
and newspaper proprietor, invited Professor David McMullen and me to 
dinner at the Mandarin Hotel. Philip Mao understood my desire to find a 
successor and that he or she must be paid a full salary. At his request, I 
wrote a letter to Dr Ma Lin at the Run Run Shaw Foundation requesting a 
donation towards a Joseph Needham Chair or Directorship for the Needham 
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Research Institute. It took a long time to find out that our efforts were in 
vain. Immediately after the Congress I rushed to Taipei to attend the meet- 
ings of two Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation review boards. After the meet- 
ings I went to Tokyo to make a courtesy call to the National Institute for 
Research Advancement together with Shigeru Nakayama. The new Presi- 
dent of this foundation was away. We met his two Deputy Presidents, who 
said that in view of the economic climate in Japan it would be futile to 
submit new applications to the foundation for consideration in the foresee- 
able future. From Tokyo I returned to Cambridge. 

Between 2 and 7 August I attended the 7th International Conference 
on the History of East Asian Science at the Keihanna city in Kansai and read 
a plenary paper. Between 10 September and 10 December 1993 I served 
as Visiting Professor at the Nanyang Technological University in Singapore 
and conducted a course on the history of science for educationalists. 

I returned to Cambridge after the New Year. In April 1994 I went to 
Japan to act as the internal examiner for the oral examination of a Ph.D. 
candidate of the University of London after attending the meetings of the 
Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation review boards. The candidate was a former 
Anglo-Daiwa Fellow at the Needham Research Institute. The venue of the 
examination was in Kanagawa University, at the office of the external 
examiner, Shigeru Nakayama. I returned to Cambridge after the oral 
examination. My term of directorship of five years was drawing to an end. 
At the request of the Chairman of the Trustees I agreed to stay on, both 
because of Needham’s advanced age and my feeling that I would be able to 
work together as a team with the Chairman. Furthermore, Christopher Cullen 
was attending to the routine work of the Institute quite efficiently, giving 
me time to attend to my own research. Lucy came to join me in Cambridge 
in June. During this time Needham went for a vacation in Wales, accompanied 
by his caretaker and a friend of hers. In the last week of the month Lucy and 
I left together for Taipei via San Francisco, where we stayed a few days with 

124 See Ho, P.Y. (1995), in Hashimoto, Jami and Skar, eds., “Changing Perspec- 
tives in Historical Studies of the History of East Asian Science”, East Asian Science: 
Tradition and Beyond, Osaka, pp. 7-16. 
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Lucy’s eldest sister and her brother-in-law. After the Academia Sinica meetings 
at Nankang we returned to Brisbane via Hong Kong and Singapore. In Hong 
Kong we met P.L. Lam and Mary Lam as usual to report to them on 
Needham’s condition. We also held discussions with Philip Mao. 

After a short stay at home in Brisbane I was on my way again back to 
Cambridge. Normal routine work went on as usual at the Institute, but 
Needham’s health was declining. I cannot forget the last time I was with him. 
On a September weekend the Needham Research Institute organised a two- 
day workshop to discuss the topic “Was Daoism solely responsible for the 
development of science in China?”. The participants included the Professors 
of Chinese from Cambridge, Oxford and London, Sinologists from Britain 
and Europe, and graduate students from Cambridge. Needham was present, 
sitting in a corner, but the participants did not seem to notice his presence. 
Over the two days all those who spoke denied that Daoism was solely 
responsible for the development of Chinese science, which was opposite to 
the views adopted by Needham. Needham was physically unable to respond. 
I was the chairman for the last session. In my capacity as Director of the 
Institute I thought that I ought to say something for Needham, but as 
chairman of the session I ought to take a neutral stance. At the end of the 
session I said: 

Before I end this last session of the workshop I would like to 
take a little test to find out whether I can become a diplomat, 
with everyone of you as examiner. I shall set the question and 
there is no need for you to tell me my score. The question is 
“Show that all those who spoke were right, show also that Dr 
Needham was right, and show that even those who did not speak 
were right”. I agree fully with those who spoke. There are many 
examples of Confucian scholars and Buddhist monks in history 
who made great contributions to the development of science in 
China. Dr Needham took the broad sense of the word Daoism, 
without limiting it to the Daoist religion itself. In its broad sense 
it included Buddhism and Confucianism. Therefore, Dr Needham 
was also right. Those who did not speak adopted the profound 
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Daoist philosophical teaching of wuwei )\I fj — action in 
inaction. They knew what was right and did not see the need to 
speak. I now declare the session closed. 

The participants left the room smiling. As he left the room, David McMullen 
smilingly said that I had passed the test. I replied that alas it was all too late 
for me. Needham called me to his side and pointed towards Tim Barrett, 
asking who he was. I answered that he was the Professor of Chinese History 
at the London School of Oriental and African Studies. That was the last 
conversation I had with Needham. I bade him farewell and left for Heathrow 
to catch a flight for Taipei via Singapore. 

Between September 1994 and February 1995 I served as National Science 
Council Research Professor at the Academia Sinica and conducted a course 
on the history of science at the National Tsinghua University, Hsinchu. At 
the Academia Sinica I gave a seminar concerning an obscure passage in the 
Chinese Dynastic Histories that turned out to be a divinatory text based on 
the Taiyi method. 125 Taipei published a book on collected essays that 
contained an article of mine on the Book of Changes and Chinese science. 126 
I returned to Brisbane via Singapore after my engagements in Taiwan. While 
I was in Brisbane I received a telephone call on the morning of 25 March 
1995 from Christopher Cullen, saying that the condition of Needham was 
critical. He called again a few hours later to report that Needham had passed 
away peacefully at his residence. That was on 24 March, Cambridge time. I 
soon had to leave for Taipei to attend the meetings of the Chiang Ching- 


u5 See Ho, P.Y. (1996), “ Taiyi shushu yu Nan Qi shu Gaodi benjishang shichen yue 
zhang 14^ ” (The Taiyi method of divina- 

tion and the Historiographer’s Remarks in the Chronicle of emperor Gaodi in Nan 
Qi shu, in Chinese), The Bulletin of the Institute of History and Philology, Academia 
Sinica, 67.2:383-413. 

126 See Ho, P.Y. (1995), “Cong kejishi guandian tan yishu ” 

(The Yijing system of divination from the standpoint of history of science, in 
Chinese), in Ho Peng Yoke et al., Zhongguo kejishi (Collected Papers on the History 
of Chinese Science and Technology), Taipei, pp. 19-34. 
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kuo Foundation review boards. I took the opportunity to read a paper at a 
conference on the history of Chinese science. I was then nursing a pain in 
my legs at home. Nevertheless I went to Cambridge when told about the 
memorial service for Needham, which took place at the Great St. Mary 
Church in Cambridge on 10 June. On that day Geoffrey Lloyd and I looked 
after two different groups of invited guests at lunch before the service. After 
the ceremony at Great St. Mary, I spoke at the Institute on its future role 
within the framework of the contemporary and future trend of East Asian 
history of science studies. I soon received a request from Oxford to write a 
biography of Needham. I declined on the grounds that I was too close to 
Needham and recommended another writer. Actually it would be an impos- 
sible task for anyone at that moment to write a full biography of Needham. 
It was Needham’s wish that his personal files remain inaccessible until 50 years 
after his passing, and those files are in the archive of the Cambridge Univer- 
sity Library. His academic files are kept mainly at the Needham Research 
Institute. Needham had a habit of not throwing anything away, even his 
parking tickets. I once mused to John Moffett that I pitied Needham’s 
biographer, who would have to spend a lifetime going through his papers. 

On 14 July I received an Honorary Doctor of Letters Degree from the 
University of Edinburgh. During the ceremony I walked with the aid of a 
walking stick that was formerly used by Needham. I travelled to and from 
Edinburgh by train, accompanied by John Moffett. On my return from 
Edinburgh I consulted an orthopaedic surgeon at Evelyn Hospital, 
Cambridge, on the condition of my knees. He diagnosed my pain as due to 
osteoarthritis, but that I needed no operation procedure at that stage. 

On 29 July 1995, with the help of my son Yik Hong and my daughter- 
in-law Ludmilla, I attended the launching ceremony of Tai Yu-lin’s Memories 
of the Plague Fighter Dr Wu Lien-teh at the National University of Singapore 
and received a copy of this book each on behalf of the Cambridge University 

li7 See Ho, P.Y. (1996), “ Taiyi shushu jiqi dui quantong kexue zhi yingxiang 

” (The Taiyi method of divination and its influence 
on traditional Chinese science, in Chinese), The History of Science Newsletter, 
14:1-12. 
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Library, Emmanuel College and the Needham Research Institute. I walked 
with the aid of a walking stick. I returned to Brisbane, thinking that my 
travelling days might be over. My daughters changed the medication for my 
hypertension and encouraged me to walk as a form of exercise. The pain in 
my legs gradually subsided. 

The Dragon’s Ascent 

In January 1996 I was able to attend the 8 th International Conference of 
History of Chinese Science in Shenzhen with the aid of a walking stick. I 
delivered a lecture on a new approach to the study of the history of Chinese 
science. 128 I introduced the representative of Totem Company to Dr Lu 
Yongxiang fl'fr I f] f T : , President of the Chinese Academy of Science, and the 
Director and Deputy Directors of The Institute of the History of the Natu- 
ral Sciences to speak on the proposed Dragon’s Ascent project. I attached 
great importance to this project with the hope that it would solve not only 
the problem of a salary for my successor but also the financial difficulties of 
the Institute for the History of the Natural Sciences in Beijing. I suggested 
what would be crucial to the success of the project was to find an influential 
and dedicated personality in Hong Kong who would raise the initial funds 
for the project. The Chinese Academy of Science together with Lady Youde, 
the widow of the late Governor of Hong Kong, Sir Edward Youde, suc- 
ceeded in getting the help of Sir Q.W. Lee, who raised the money for the 
project and was closely involved in bringing it to a successful completion. 12 ' 1 

Between 27 March and 6 April I was at the Academia Sinica, Nankang, 
to attend a symposium on the history of Chinese science. I then visited 
Tokyo and Kyoto to confer with Nakayama and Yano on my discovery of 


li8 See Ho, P.Y. (1999), “Yanjiu Zhongguo kexueshi de xin tujing: Qimen Dunjia yu 
kexue 't 1 ffl fltl filiJlJr. uf f J ill T -Q ”, in Wang Yusheng T.jijii JL et 

al., eds., Diqijie Gujii Zhongguo Kexueshi Huiyi Lunwenji 
(Zhengzhou), pp. 12-16. 

129 Lady Youde is presently Chairman of the Needham Research Institute Trust, 
renamed from the former East Asian History of Science Trust. 
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Hellenistic influence on a Chinese method of fate-calculation. I returned to 
Taipei on 1 1 April for the meetings of the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation 
review boards. I returned to Cambridge via Singapore. 

Lucy joined me in Cambridge in June. Towards the end of the month 
we left for Taipei via San Francisco, where we spent several days with Lucy’s 
eldest sister Fanny and brother-in-law, Kenneth. At the Academia Sinica 
meeting in Nankang, Taipei, we again met with Leong Way and his wife. 
Lucy made several friends among the wives who accompanied their hus- 
bands to the meeting. 

Between 26 and 31 August 1996 I was in Seoul attending the 8th 
International Conference of History of Science in East Asia at the National 
Seoul University. I spoke on neo-Confucianism and science at a plenary 
lecture. 130 After my return to Brisbane I went for a cataract operation on both 
my eyes and discovered that I had glaucoma as well. I spent the rest of my 
time recuperating at home. 

In 1 997 I contributed 1 1 articles to Helaine Selin’s Encyclopaedia of the 
History of Science, Technology and Medicine in Non-Western Cultures , 131 In 
April 1997 I went as usual to Taipei to attend the meetings of the Chiang 
Ching-kuo Foundation review boards. After a brief visit to Hong Kong I 
returned to Cambridge via Singapore. In June 1997 I visited Berlin to advise 
the Technological University on the teaching and research on the history of 
Chinese science, and on a proposed international conference on the history 
of Chinese science to be held at that university in 1998. I also gave a talk on 

130 See Ho, P.Y. (1999), “Did Traditional Chinese Thinking Involve Using 
Calculations to Predict Natural Phenomena?” in Yong-sik Kim and Francesca Bray, 
eds., Current Perspectives in the History of Science in East Asia, Seoul, pp. 185-193. 
131 See Ho, P.Y. (1997), “Astrology in China”, in Selin Helaine, ed., Encyclopaedia 
of the History of Science, Technology and Medicine in Non-Western Cultures, 
(Dordrecht) pp. 76-78; “Astronomy in China”, ibid, pp. 108-111; “China”, ibid, 
pp. 191-196; “Ge Hong”, ibid, pp. 344-345; “Gunpowder”, ibid, pp. 389-390; 
“Guo Shoujing”, ibid, pp. 390-391; “Li Zhi”, ibid, pp. 513-514; “Liu Hui and 
the Jiuzhang suanshu , ibid, pp. 514-515; “Magic Squares in Chinese Mathematics”, 
ibid, pp. 528-529; “Navigation in China”, ibid, pp. 762-765; and “Yang Hui”, 
ibid, pp. 1043-1044. 
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the traditional Chinese concept of the term shuxue A that is used as the 
modern equivalent for “mathematics”. 

In July I went to Singapore to deliver the 1997 series of Wu Teh Yao A 
Lectures. 13 " Besides giving a staff seminar at the Department of Chinese 
Studies of the National University of Singapore, I was a guest at the official 
opening of the East Asia Institute with Wang Gungwu as its Director. On 
20 July Tan Sri Tan Chin Tuan, the biggest donor to the Needham Research 
Institute to date, invited me for luncheon at his residence together with his 
family and some mutual old friends. The next evening I delivered a public 
lecture in Chinese on “Zhuge Liang and the magical art of qimen dunjia nj' 
nilST 1 ” to an audience of some 500 in an auditorium that could sit only 
400. In the evening of 21 July I was the guest of honour at a dinner hosted 
by the Wu Teh Yao Memorial Lectures Loundation. Among the guests were 
Mr George Hicks and his wife Mrs Judie Hicks, and Ms Lee Siok Tin. I 
knew the Hicks whilst I was a director of the Hong Kong East Asian History 
of Science Foundation. The Hicks rendered a helping hand in raising funds 
for Needham besides contributing money of their own. Lee Siok Tin and I 
graduated together in 1950 with First Class Honours Bachelor degrees. Her 
father Dr Lee Kong Chian made a “munificent” donation to the Science and 
Civilisation in China project in the late 1950s, and the Lee Foundation, 
which is a family Trust founded by Dr Lee, makes annual contributions to 
the Needham Research Institute. The next day her brother Lee Seng Tee 
invited me to lunch at the Lee Foundation Luncheon Club, where I met his 
elder brother Lee Seng Gee and several old friends. That evening I gave a 
public lecture in English entitled “Did Confucianism hinder the develop- 
ment of science in traditional China?” to a full house in a lecture theatre. 

While in Singapore I received a letter from Dr Catherine Jami, Presi- 
dent of the History of East Asian Science Society, about the difficulty of 
finding someone to organise the proposed 9th International Conference of 


See H o , P . Y . 11998), ^,huye Lia ya q imen dunj id If 1 ‘j -\_ . j 
(Zhuge Liang and his magical art of qimen dunjia, in Chinese), 1997 Wu Teh Yao 
Memorial Lectures, Singapore and Ho, P.Y. (1998), “Did Confucianism hinder the 
development of science in China?” 1997 Wu Teh Yao Memorial Lectures, Singapore. 
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the History of East Asian Science. It so happened that the Dean of the Faculty 
of Arts and Social Sciences invited me to lunch and I mentioned to him 
casually about the letter. To my surprise he spontaneously offered to hold 
the conference in Singapore in 1999 on condition that I sat on its Interna- 
tional Advisory Board. As President of the East Asian History of Science, 
Technology and Medicine Society, Catherine Jami had been trying very hard 
to get the conference organised in Hong Kong, but without success. Here in 
Singapore things turned out quite unexpectedly, with someone readily agreeing 
to hold the conference without any persuasion. This is how things happen 
sometimes. 

On 31 July I was elected academician by the General Assembly of the 
newly established International Eurasian Academy of Sciences, a non-gov- 
ernment UNESCO organisation with regional centres in Tokyo, Beijing, 
Cairo, Moscow, Paris and Dresden. By this time I was already back home in 
Brisbane. I normally went from Brisbane to London via Singapore, taking a 
direct Singapore-to-Heathrow flight. This time I thought of making the trip 
via Beijing for a change to give me the opportunity to see a little more of 
China. The trip first took me to Hong Kong on 22 September. There I had 
something to attend to on behalf of the Needham Research Institute. I met 
with Sir Q.W. Lee and his team over lunch at the penthouse of the Hang 
Seng Bank and listened to his views on the negotiations with Totem, the 
filmmaker, concerning the Dragon’s Ascent project. Sir Q.W., as we usually 
called him, raised US$5 million single-handedly to serve as capital for the 
project, $1 million of which came from his own family trust. He formed the 
Chinese Civilisation and Education Trust in Hong Kong to look after the 
funds. Geoffrey Lloyd and I were among his list of members of trustees. He 
and his team of financial experts at the Hang Sang Bank supervised and 
scrutinised all expenditures incurred on behalf of the project. He assured me 
that his object was to look after the interests of Cambridge and Beijing as 
well as to be answerable to the donors. Thanks to him the whole project was 
completed by the year 2000. The film found a buyer the following year and 
the sum accrued, after deducting expenses, was equally divided between the 
Needham Research Institute and the Institute for the History of the Natural 
Sciences in Beijing. The following day I had lunch with Dr Philip Mao and 
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Dr Peter Lee at the Kowloon Hotel. They discussed with me the future of the 
Hong Kong Trust and the need to bring in new blood. It was at this junc- 
ture that Philip Mao indicated to me his decision to retire from his chair- 
manship of the Hong Kong East Asian History of Science Foundation. I 
reported to him my meeting with Sir Q.W. Lee, whom he knew as a friend. 
The same evening I joined Mr P.L. Lam and Mrs Mary Lam at dinner. 
They were both old friends of Needham and had contributed substantially 
to him and his Science and Civilisation in China project. 

I arrived in Beijing on 26 September and attended a welcome dinner 
hosted by the newly appointed Director of the Institute for the History of 
Natural Sciences, Professor Liu Dun, and his two Deputies. The next day I 
attended a gathering to celebrate the 40th anniversary of the Institute for the 
History of the Natural Sciences and made a congratulatory speech on behalf 
of the Needham Research Institute. At the gathering I also met Dr Lu 
Yongxiang , the new President of the Chinese Academy of Science. Professor 
Liao Ke JjljnL, President of the China Science Centre of the International 
Eurasian Academy of Sciences, visited me at my hotel to present to me the 
Diploma of his Academy. On 28 September I went with Dr Hu Weijia fijj 
to Tiananmen to visit the Museum of Historical Relics, where the 
exhibition of recent archaeological findings was held. The next day I re- 
ceived the 1995 Award from the Commission of Science and Technology for 
International Scientific and Technological Cooperation on behalf of the late 
Joseph Needham. The ceremony took place at the VIP Room, Friendship 
Hotel, Beijing. On 30 September I gave a seminar at the University of 
Science and Technology, Beijing, to the research group under Professor Ke 
Jun and Professor Han Rubin fici/h 

On 1 October an official car from the Institute for the History of the 
Natural Sciences took me along a recently constructed highway to Taiyuan. 
On arrival Professor Guo Guichun, Executive Vice-President of Shanxi 
University, and Professor Qiao Shouning, Director of the Foreign Affairs 
Office of the university, extended to me their welcome to stay at the univer- 
sity guesthouse. The next day Professor Guo took me on a tour to places of 
interest near the city. On 3 October I left Taiyuan for Xi’an by train, 
accompanied by Mr Yao Licheng, the Assistant of Professor Liu Dun. The 
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next morning Professor Qu Anjing [III 'if ( met us on our arrival at Xi’an and 
took us directly to the North-West University to meet his research students. 
That afternoon I delivered a public lecture at the university on the method 
of qimen dunjia practised within the Chinese astronomical bureau for weather 
forecasting and for divination. 1 ’ 3 

On 5 October I travelled to Luoyang by train in the company of 
Professor Qu Anjing. My purpose was to visit two old friends from my 
home State of Perak who went to settle down in China in the early 1960s. 
They were Dr Wang Qinghui (formerly known as Ong Cheng Hooi I . iVi 
M - ) and Professor Feng Cuihua (Qy'Q (formerly known as Anita Fung). I 
worked together with Cheng Flooi in 1949 to raise funds for the University 
of Malaya when I was Chairman and he the Flonorary Treasurer of the Ipoh 
Graduates and Undergraduates Dance Committee. We succeeded in raising 
the largest amount of money among similar efforts throughout the country. 
That was the only time I had contact with him until this visit. Anita was the 
Arts students’ representative in the Raffles College Table-Tennis Committee 
of which I was chairman and college captain in 1948 and 1949. When I 
visited them Cheng Hooi had already retired from active service as a doctor 
and was in poor health suffering from emphysema. Anita was a professor 
teaching English at the PLA Language College holding the equivalent rank 
of a Major-General. Their living quarters was a double-storey semi-detached 
house, somewhat like the university quarters I once stayed in at College 
Green in Singapore. They had their own bicycles, but Anita could use the 
service of a military car driven by a young PLA member. Cheng Flooi used 
to work as an army doctor and rendered help to translate medical articles 
from Chinese to English to be published overseas. Anita was a popular and 
much respected teacher. She wrote a book on rhetorical English that sold 
tens of thousands of copies. As she had to take a class, she let me use her 
official car with a PLA chauffeur to take me sightseeing. 


133 See Ho, P.Y. (1998), “ Cong kexueshi guandian shitan Qimen dunjia” (An Exami- 
nation of the traditional Chinese secret magical art of qimen dunjia from the 
standpoint of history of science, in Chinese), Xibei daxue xuebao, 28.1:1-4 and 28. 
2:93-97. 
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Big 

Cheng Hooi and Anita had to leave Singapore in 1962 for political 
reasons. According to them, they could return to Malaysia though, if they 
wished to, because Cheng Hooi’s friend and college mate, Dr Mahathir, the 
then Prime Minister of Malaysia, could make it possible. However, both of 
them had got used to the life in China and had a son who was an officer in 
the PLA. Cheng Hooi told me that in retrospect he thought that Lee Kuan 
Yew had done better for Singapore than his own group of politicians could 
have done. That was the last time I saw Cheng Hooi. Nine months later I 
received news from Anita that she had lost her husband. I returned to 
Beijing by train on 6 October. The next day I took a BA flight for Heathrow. 

Much of the energy of the Needham Research Institute at this time 
went to the Dragon’s Ascent project. I once made a comparison between that 
project and the World Soccer Competition while talking to John Moffett, 
the Librarian of the Institute, who used to follow the games. The success of 
both depended very much on teamwork. Getting Sir Q.W. Lee to raise 
funds for the project was equivalent to getting into the qualifying rounds in 
soccer. Success in raising the required amount for the project would get one 
into the quarter-finals. The production of the film and its quality amounted 
to the semi-finals. Then came the sale of the film, which would be the finals 
in the match. I said that we had already got past the qualifying rounds and 
the quarter-finals, and were at that time playing hard in the semi-finals. The 
filming of the project was the responsibility of Totem, the filmmaker, with 
the Institute playing an important role in the content of the film as well as 
liaison between Beijing, Hong Kong and the filmmaker. Here Christopher 
Cullen should take most of the credit. While Cullen was involved in all the 
four stages, I played the greatest part in the qualifying rounds, while Geoffrey 
Lloyd later took over in the finals. All I could do for in the Dragon’s Ascent 
project at this time was just to listen and offer encouraging words. I returned 
to Brisbane in December. 

In April 1998 I went to Taiwan via Hong Kong, where I stopped over 
to conduct the oral examination as the external examiner for a Ph.D. candi- 
date at the Department of Architecture of the University of Hong Kong. I 
also gave a talk on the Chinese jiugong /Ll=J magic square and ancient 
Chinese architecture. In Taiwan I visited the Tsinghua University in Hsinchu 
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before attending two review board meetings of the Chiang Ching-kuo 
Foundation. I made a trip to Tokyo and Kyoto before returning to Brisbane 
via Singapore. On 1 May I left Brisbane again, this time for Cambridge. 

The Nihon Keizai Shimbun Inc. and the Centre of 

Cutting-Edge Research in Science and Technology, University of Tokyo, 
jointly organised an “Asian Science and Technology Conference” and invited 
Dr Yuan Tseh Lee Nobel Laureate and President of Academia Sinica, 

Taipei, to be a keynote speaker. Dr Lee wrote to ask me to take his place. 
Accordingly I received an invitation from the organisers to present a paper 
and to speak in a panel. I left London on the last day of May for Tokyo, 
arriving on 1 June. That evening my host gave me a welcome dinner and 
invited my two friends Shigeru Nakayama and Teruyo Ushiyama as guests. 
On 2 June I gave my keynote speech and participated in a panel discussion. 
I returned to Cambridge immediately after the conference. The Jiaotong 
University, Shanghai, appointed me Honorary Professorial Advisor for its 
newly established Department of History of Science and Philosophy. 

In July 1998 Lucy and I went to Taipei, where I attended the Academia 
Sinica meeting at Nankang. We visited San Francisco to see Lucy’s relatives 
before returning to Brisbane. I returned to Cambridge on 29 August. On 27 
to 30 October I attended the 3rd International Conference on the History 
of Oriental Astronomy at Fukuoka. 13-1 I stopped by in Hong Kong to see Sir 
Q.W. Lee about the progress of the Dragon’s Ascent project and to talk with 
the Hong Kong Trust about the arrangements for me to deliver the Needham 
Memorial Lecture in 1999. I then returned to Brisbane. 

In March 1999 on my way to Taipei I stopped over in Singapore to 
advise the organisers of the 9th International Conference on the History of 
Science in East Asia to be held in Singapore later in the year. On arrival in 
Taipei on 25 March I gave the plenary lecture at the 5th Symposium of 
History of Chinese Science at the Academia Sinica and served as discussant 


134 See Ho, P.Y. (2000), “Western influence on indigenous Chinese astrology”, 
Masanori Hirai, ed., Proceeding of the Third International Conference on Oriental 
Astronomy, Fukuoka, 1998, Fukuoka, pp. 221-225. 
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for a panel of presentations on divinatory arts. The meetings of the Chiang 
Ching-kuo Foundation review boards took place over the weekend on 3 and 
4 April. The next day I left for Tokyo and Kyoto to consult Shigeru Nakayama 
and Michio Yano on some points concerning the book Chinese Mathematical 
Astrology: Reaching out to the Stars that I was then writing. In Kyoto Yano 
took me to visit Kiyosi Yabuuti at his home. Yabuuti presented me with two 
new editions of his books. That was the last time I saw this great Japanese 
historian of science. From Japan I went to Malaysia and visited Penang on 
28 April. I was the house guest of the Flead of State, Flamdan, at Seri 
Mutiara. After attending the wedding ceremony of my nephew Yik Tuck /J )l 
1,7 , I left for London via Singapore. 

On my return to Cambridge on 3 May, I found both Cambridge Uni- 
versity and the Needham Research Institute preparing for the visit of Presi- 
dent Jiang Zemin from China. I met President Jiang at the Cambridge 
University Library, where the Needham Research Institute presented him 
with a set of the Science and Civilisation in China that had been published so 
far. I was also a guest at the lunch given in honour of President Jiang at 
Madingley Flail by the Vice-Chancellor of Cambridge University. 

The 9th International Conference on the Flistory of Science in East Asia 
took place at the Merchant Court Llotel in Singapore on 23-27 August 
1999. I spoke at the opening ceremony and requested the Tan Kah Kee 
Foundation to host a welcome dinner for the delegates from China. It was 
then decided that the 9th International Conference of the Flistory of East 
Asian Science would be held in Shanghai some time in July 2002. 

In December 1999 I delivered the Second Joseph Needham Memorial 
Lecture for the Hong Kong East Asian History of Science Foundation at 
the Furama Hotel, Hong Kong. I spoke on Hong Kong Radio 2 and 
participated in the production of the Hong Kong government TVE education 
programme for teachers of secondary schools. I also met Mr Victor L.L. Chu 
i/i C Jj , who invited me to lunch at the Hongkong Club. He suggested that 
the Needham Research Institute should participate actively at the 9th 
International Conference of the History of East Asian Science in Shanghai 
and promised to contribute HK$50,000 to assist the Institute for that 
purpose. 



Reminiscence of a Roving Scholar 


In 2000 I went to Hong Kong to attend a conference on Chinese studies 
in the 21st century held between 17 and 19 January at the University of 
Hong Kong. As the Hong Kong East Asia History of Science Foundation 
wished to arrange for a meeting between me and David Li, a luncheon 
meeting was scheduled for Friday, 12 January at the Bank of East Asia. It 
turned out that a memorial service at St. John Cathedral for the late Lady 
Ivy Fung had also been arranged for 12 noon that same day. The Fung 
family had been strong supporters of the University of Hong Kong, contrib- 
uting the Fung Ping Shan Library, the Fung Ping Shan Museum and The 
Fung Ping Shan Scholarship. Fung Ping Shan was the founder of the Bank 
of East Asia, of which Dr David Li’s grandfather was one of the three 
partners. Lady Ivy Fung was the daughter-in-law of Fung Ping Shan and the 
late wife of Sir Kenneth Fung Ping Fan 'M Lucy’s fourth uncle. I went 
with the Acting Vice-Chancellor of the University of Hong Kong and the 
Acting Head of the Department of Chinese of that university to attend the 
service. David Li was also at the same memorial service and our meeting did 
not start until we got back to the bank at 1.15 pm. There was only one 
unwritten item on the agenda concerning the NRI, while I answered ques- 
tions after reporting on the latest about the Dragon’s Ascent according to 
what Sir Geoffrey Lloyd had updated me the day before over the telephone. 
Much interest, particularly from Peter Lee was expressed in the appointment 
of the new Director. Dr David Li said that he would like to speak personally 
to Sir Geoffrey Lloyd during his coming visit to Cambridge on 17 March. I 
reminded him that the final decision belonged to the UK Trustees. 

In April 2000 I went to Taipei for the meetings of the Chiang Ching- 
kuo Foundation review boards. Professor Chu Yun-han JJczViX took over 
the post of Executive-President when Li Yih-yuan became Chairman of 
Directors of the Foundation. After visiting the National Tsinghua University 
at Hsinchu, I made a trip to Tokyo and Hong Kong before returning to 
Brisbane via Singapore. 

After a short stay in Brisbane I went to Cambridge. Lucy joined me later 
in May. In late June Lucy and I travelled to Taipei via San Francisco, where 
we had a short stay with Lucy’s relatives. After the meeting of Academia 
Sinica we went to Hong Kong, where I met some members of the Hong 
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Kong Trust. We then left for Singapore. Lucy stayed behind to attend a 
niece’s wedding ceremony, while I took off for Cambridge on 1 1 July. The 
filming of the Dragon’s Ascent was completed. Sir Q.W. Lee and Geoffrey 
Lloyd were trying hard to find a buyer. I did not get myself involved at this 
difficult final stage. That set me free to write a book before I relinquished 
my post as Director of the Institute. The manuscript for my book was 
submitted to the editor, Christopher Cullen, for inclusion in the Needham 
Research Institute Monograph series. 

I visited Kaohsiung, the second largest city in Taiwan, to participate in 
the opening ceremony of the exhibition on “Dr. Joseph Needham in War- 
time China (1942—1946)” on 7 December 2000 to mark the 100th birthday 
of the Founder of our Institute. I read a paper at a symposium on Needham 
that took place in conjunction with the exhibition. 135 Professor Wu Chia-li 
fklf U0, a professor of chemistry who pioneered teaching of the history of 
science in Taiwan and whose husband was a senior and influential govern- 
ment official in Kaohsiung, expressed the view that the Needham Research 
Institute should be linked with Cambridge University in order to gain finan- 
cial support from Taiwan. I replied that we were all working towards that 
direction. I gave a lecture to a class of some 400 undergraduates at the Sun 
Yat-sen University and was introduced to the audience by Professor Chung 
Ning fJEJv, the Dean of Arts. 136 After saying that I was a member of 
Academia Sinica and the Director of the Needham Research Institute, she 
asked those who had heard of Academia Sinica to raise their hands; I noted 
that all hands were raised. Then she asked again for those who had heard of 
Needham’s name to raise their hands, but not a single hand was raised. It gave 
me the opportunity to invite my audience to visit the exhibition in the 
Museum in order to know more about Needham. This little incident 


135 See Ho, P.Y. (2000), “My collaboration with Dr Joseph Needham on the 
History of Chinese Science”, Proceedings of the Symposium on the History of Chinese 
Science to mark the 100th birthday of Dr Joseph Needham, Kaohsiung, December 
2000. 

136 She was a former colleague of mine at the Department of Chinese, University of 
Hong Kong. 
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indicated how timely the exhibition was and how much more there was to be 
done to publicise Needham’s name. 

My last year of service at the Needham Research Institute was a busy 
one. The Liaoning Press published my selected Chinese works. 137 On 17—19 
January 2001 I attended the “International Conference on Chinese Studies 
in the 21st Century: A New Vision” at the University of Hong Kong, and 
delivered a paper entitled “The Reunion of Science and the Humanities in 
the History of Chinese Science”. I returned to Cambridge on 19 February 
2001. In the same month I participated in the 2001 Wolfson College Lecture 
series at Oxford University, on China’s technology transfer to the world. I 
delivered a lecture, entitled “The Gunpowder Epic”. Rayson Huang came all 
the way from Birmingham as a guest of Wolfson College to attend my talk. 
I next attended an International Conference on Chinese Studies at the Uni- 
versity of Hong Kong. Towards the end of March 2001 I made a trip to 
Taiwan to be the keynote speaker at the International Symposium on the 
Chinese History of Science at Tamkang University, Tanshui, and to give a 
lecture to the students of that university as well. 138 I then attended two 
review board meetings of the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation to make rec- 
ommendations for the granting of financial support to universities and scholars 
in Europe and the Pacific Rim. 

In June I went to Malaysia on vacation and took the opportunity to 
catch up with potential donors to Cambridge and to give a talk at the Perak 
Academy in Ipoh. In September I was the keynote speaker at the International 
Conference on Zheng He the early 15th-century Chinese navigator 

and took the opportunity to discuss about likely mutual cooperation with 
Cambridge to hold the next conference on Zheng He. The National Tsinghua 

137 See Ho, P.Y. (2001), Science and Culture in Ancient China: Selected Works 
(Written in the Chinese Language ) of Ho Peng Yoke, Liaoning. 
138 In Ho, P.Y. (2001), “ Kexuejia de zhiyi jingshen: Shen Guayu Liuren shushu 

(The spirit of scepticism of a scientist: Shen 
Gua and the magical art of Liuren, in Chinese), Proceedings of the International 
Symposium on the Chinese History of Science, March 24—25, 2001, Tamkang 
University, Taipei, pp. 5-12. 
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University at Hsinchu offered me an appointment as endowed Honorary 
Visiting Professor for a period of three years from September 200 1 to August 
2004. In October I attended the 9th International Conference on Chinese 
Science held at the City University of Hong Kong. That was also the last 
time that I met members of the Hong Kong East Asian History of Science 
Foundation officially. In the same month Professor Chang Chi-kang J[CT 
RlJ, President of the City University of Hong Kong, visited the Needham 
Research Institute with a team of four that included Professor Cheng Pei-kai 
iff 01 > Director of the Centre of Chinese Culture, of the same university. 
They requested me to give a series of lectures on behalf of the Needham 
Institute at their university in Hong Kong. I agreed to do so in memory of 
my late friend Dr Cheng Te-k’un, who was together with me in Cambridge, 
Kuala Lumpur and Hong Kong, and was a scholar much respected by Joseph 
Needham. I presented my last Director’s Report to the East Asian History of 
Science trustees’ meeting that was held on the last Friday afternoon of 
October. My directorship ended on the day of that trustees’ meeting, although 
I remained a trustee for another year. 139 The last section of my report to the 
Trustees said: 

Dr Needham had made sure that I would not be bogged down 
by his Science and Civilisation in China project like he was, by 
approaching someone else to be the coordinator of the project 
before I came to take over the directorship from him. I am glad 
that the project is now in the capable hands of Dr Christopher 
Cullen, leaving me free to pursue what I think is good for the 
Institute in consultation with the Chairman of the Trustees and 
my small team of NRI colleagues. I wish to thank all members 
of the UK Trust for the amicable manner we have worked together 
during the past 12 years. Although my appointment is non- 
stipendiary, I consider working with a mutually understanding 
team towards a common goal in the congenial Cambridge 
surroundings in itself sufficiently rewarding. 


131 1 was later reappointed as a Trustee until 2007. 
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Before I left Cambridge I was conferred Emeritus Director of the 
Needham Research Institute, and a workshop on the history of divination 
was held in my honour. 


After Cambridge 

The conclusion of my career as Director of the Needham Research Institute 
was soon followed by the ending of a dream that I would be able to continue 
playing some role to serve the education of future scholars on a wider inter- 
national scale. On 23 May 2000 Wu Chang-sheng (Fred) visited me at the 
Needham Research Institute together with his two sisters Yu-lin and Ellen 
(Yu-chen 3L&), and another friend. Fred studied law in Cambridge in the 
late 1950s at Emmanuel, the same College that his father Wu Lien-teh 
attended more than 50 years ago. He became a very successful barrister in 
Singapore and contributed generously to the building fund of Emmanuel 
College. In his profession he was known as C.S. Wu. In his younger days he 
accompanied his father to seek funds from friends to help the Science and 
Civilisation in China project of Joseph Needham. During our conversation 
concerning how the Needham Research Institute helped scholars from China, 
Fred was impressed to hear how we managed to get around the red tape in 
China and related what happened recently to a client of his. That client was 
a Chinese lady from Indonesia, who had sought his legal advice to establish 
a trust worth billions of dollars for the purpose of providing opportunities to 
scholars in China to go abroad for higher education. She would like Fred to 
be a trustee. Fred said he would agree provided that Chinese bureaucracy 
was not involved. She approached the Chinese authorities and became 
disillusioned, so she did not proceed with the formation of the trust. I 
suggested that our Cambridge experience might provide a way out. Fred 
said that he would arrange for me to meet her during one of my future visits 
to Singapore. If successful I would have a new role to play in the promotion 
of higher education after my retirement from Cambridge. 

The next year I wrote to Fred about my intended visit to Singapore. He 
replied that we should meet this lady soon because of her advanced age. In 
August I saw Fred in Singapore. He invited me to dinner and to join him to 
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travel to Bangkok by train on the Orient-Express as his guest. He seemed to 
have forgotten about meeting the old lady. I was unable to join him on his 
trip to Bangkok. He went in September and fell down during the journey. 
On his return to Singapore he was found to have an advanced brain tumour 
and was admitted to the Mount Elizabeth Hospital. I visited him there in 
October and found him in a coma. That was the last I saw of Fred; he 
passed away in February 2002 and so ended my dream. True to his profession, 
Fred did not divulge the identity and address of his client. 

This was another case of “man proposes, God disposes”, with the Chi- 
nese equivalent “ moushi zai ren chengshi zai tian’, although it had no direct 
relation with Needham. I just took it as a natural cause of events. Consider- 
ing my age this might turn out to be to my advantage. I therefore decided to 
spend my retirement writing. The first book I wrote was Chinese Mathemati- 
cal Astrology: Reaching out to the Stars, published in the Needham Research 
Institute Monograph series by Curzon/Routledge in 2003. The second is 
Explorations in Daoism: Science in Literature, to be jointly published in the 
Needham Research Institute and the Studies in Buddhism series (forthcoming). 
The present book is the third to be submitted for publication, but will 
probably be off the press earlier. 

On 8—12 April 2002 I was in Beijing attending the International 
Symposium on Retrospective and Perspective of Science in Modern and Pre- 
Modern China at the invitation of Professor Song Jian 'M ft! , President of 
the Chinese Academy of Engineering. I spoke on the forthcoming conclud- 
ing volume of Science and Civilisation in China. On 12-13 April I attended 
my last meetings of the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation review boards after 
a service of 12 years. I visited the National Tsinghua University at Hsinchu 
from 14 to 16 April in my capacity as endowed Honorary Professor. 

In July I attended the 26th meeting of Academia Sinica members in 
Nankang. I stopped over in Japan to find out the result of my attempt with 
some Japanese scholars to raise funds to establish a Yabuuti Lecture at 
Cambridge University, and to consult Shigeru Nakayama on the ownership 
of an early 1 9th-century transcribed Chinese alchemical text. I then stopped 
over in Hong Kong on my way back to Brisbane, where I delivered a series 
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of three lectures at the City University of Hong Kong. 140 It was the first time 
I gave a public lecture in Cantonese in Hong Kong. I found that talking to 
people about their own culture in their mother tongue or in a foreign language 
made a difference. My host, Cheng Pei-kai Mil vividly described the 
large gathering of my audience in his edited book New Perspectives on the 
History of Science in China: Divination, Astronomy, and Medical Science 
(Hong Kong). Between 14 and 22 October I was in Beijing to attend the 
annual meeting of the Beijing Centre of the Eurasian Academy of the Sciences 
and to visit the Institute for the History of the Natural Sciences. At the 
latter I gave a talk to introduce a new book that I was writing, and discussed 
with Liu Dun fundraising matters concerning the 2005 International Congress 
of History of Science that would be held in Beijing. Towards the end of 
October I attended the Trustees’ meeting at the Needham Research Institute. 
I was a guest of David McMullen staying at St. John’s College, Cambridge. 

In April 2003 Lucy and I visited Singapore and Kuala Lumpur. Prom 
Kuala Lumpur we went by car to Ipoh, where I gave a talk at the Perak 
Academy. I also gave a lecture at the new Universiti Tunku Abdul Rahman 
in Kuala Lumpur. Unfortunately the news of SARS was floating around in 
Malaysia and Singapore, preventing us from seeing some friends, but this 
was more than compensated by our reunion with Ho Chuen and his wife 
Cecilia, who came all the way from Seremban to meet us. In July I went to 
the National Tsinghua University at Hsinchu to perform my duty as en- 
dowed Honorary Professor. My duties involved meeting graduate students, 
listening to their presentation of work-in-progress reports and giving 


140 See “ Zhongxi wenhua jiaolin zhongde jiugongtu yu mofangzhen 

JiTT PJ- ” (The jiugongtu and magic squares in the cultural transmission 
between China and the West), You wenhua jiaoliu chansheng de ziwei doushu 'h 
4$E (The ziwei doushu astrology as a product of inter- 
cultural exchange), and “Tan Sanguo yanyi zhong de Zhuge Liang yu qimen dunjia 

of I'JifiT ” (On Zhuge Liang and the qimen dunjia 
magical art as described in the Romance of the Three Kingdoms novel), in P.K. Cheng, 
ed. (2003), New Perspectives on the History of Science in China: Divination, Astronomy, 
and Medical Science, (in Chinese), City University of Hong Kong Press, Hong Kong, 
pp. 3-16, 17-29, 30-44. 
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comments. I then went to Japan to try and get some news about the effort 
to raise funds for the Kiyosi Yabuuti Lecture at Cambridge. Nakayama and 
his wife came to see me at my hotel. 

My book Chinese Mathematical Astrology: Reaching out to the Stars in 
Needham Institute Monograph Series by Curzon/Routledge was published in 
2003. In October I travelled by Singapore airlines to Heathrow and heard 
that the Airlines would be bringing Mrs Lee Kuan Yew back to Singapore 
from London because of illness. I left a note with the airlines wishing her a 
speedy recovery. She was my senior contemporary at Raffles College in 1946. 
Her husband acknowledged my note on her behalf. (See Figure 23.) I stayed 
at a Fellow’s Guest Room at Robinson College. I also attended a College 
dinner at Caius College, sitting next to Professor Stephen Hawkins. As he was 
occupying Room Kl, which was formerly used by Needham, our conversa- 


Figure 23 Letter from Lee Kuan Yew 





20 November 2003 


Dear Ho Peng-Yoke 


Thank you for your letter of 29 October 
and your good wishes for my wife. 


Yours sincerely 



Professor Ho Peng-Yoke 
Emeritus Director 
8 Holdway Street 
Kenmore, Queensland 4069 
Australia 
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tion naturally turned to Needham. Talking through his speech machine, he 
mentioned the four Chinese characters “ren qu liu ying ” that 

Needham wrote on the wall, indicating that although he had left, his influ- 
ence still remained. After attending the Trustees’ meeting at the Needham 
Research Institute and submitting the manuscript for my new book Explora- 
tions in Daoism: Science in Literature to the editor, Christopher Cullen, for 
publication, I returned to Brisbane via Singapore. 

In April 2004 I went to Taiwan to complete my last term of duty as 
endowed Honorary Professor at the National Tsinghua University, Hsinchu. 
I then went to Tokyo to visit Shigeru Nakayama and his family. They took 
me to dinner at a restaurant in Ginza. Nakayama and I were amazed to find 
that parts of Ginza had changed beyond recognition since the last time we 
were there. I also had dinner with Teruyo Ushiyama. Both Nakayama and 
Ushiyama were old friends of Needham, whom we talked about whenever 
we met together, dubbing our meeting a mini Needham symposium. On 
my return from Tokyo I stopped over in Singapore and Kuala Lumpur to 
visit some relatives and friends. In Kuala Lumpur I gave a public lecture on 
the link between Islamic studies and Chinese studies that was organised 
jointly by the Centre of Malaysian Chinese Studies and the Soka Gakkai in 
Kuala Lumpur. I stressed that inter-cultural studies were not only important 
in inter-disciplinary research, but also for the promotion of mutual under- 
standing in a multi-cultural world. 

After attending a meeting of the Academia Sinica in Nankang in July, I 
went straight to Singapore. My purpose of coming to Singapore then was to 
fulfil a promise I made to Dr Phua Kok Khoo Mr I ,; [ A , the Editor-in-Chief 
and Chairman of World Scientific Publishing Co. to give a talk about myself 
in Singapore. He had earlier asked me to write a book about myself for 
publication, but I could not decide whether the book should be written in 
English or Chinese, or in two different versions, one in each language. Phua 
and I had a mutual friend in the Nobel Laureate Professor C.N. Yang 
\M . During an interval at the Academia Sinica meeting in Nankang I had a 
chat with C.N. Yang, talking about Phua and our coming meeting in Beijing 
at the International Congress of History of Science in 2005. Yang asked me 
to convey to Phua his felicitations when I met him in Singapore. As an 
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Adjunct Professor at the Physics Department of the National University of 
Singapore, Phua made arrangements with Professor Oh Choo Hiap 
I'd', the Head of the Physics Department, for me to give a talk at the Faculty 
of Science auditorium. They suggested that the talk be entitled “From Phys- 
ics to Chinese Studies: What can a Physicist do in Chinese Studies that a 
Sinologist is unable to do?” 

At my talk I stressed on the word “adaptability” and reminded my 
audience what their predecessor, Professor J.C. Cooke said half-a-century 
ago at a meeting of the Faculty of Science, that the Faculty was not meant to 
train students in any particular trade, but to enable them to fit into all 
things in life. After roving in four continents, I found myself returning to 
Singapore to give a talk involving physics, the humanities and Joseph 
Needham at the very same Physics Department where I first began my 
academic career. When I worked in Singapore and served as Chairman of 
the Faculty of Science Public Lectures Committee, I used to get others to 
speak, but half-a-century later I had to play the role of the speaker. Things 
seemed to have come full circle for me. This is an opportune moment to 
conclude this book with the hope that it would make unusual reading as 
was the title of the talk I gave in Singapore. 
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